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Becoming Otherwise:  
A Speculative Ethnography of Anarchival Events 
Seth Andrew McCall 
 
At the heart of the archive lie the questions of what will be repeated and what comes first, 
questions that ripple through curriculum studies and qualitative research. Whether social media 
platforms like Facebook or the monuments of white supremacists, archives increasingly mediate 
relationships with the past and generate monumental controversies. Hung up on archival 
exclusions and surplus values—the anarchive—this study considered three different archives: a 
monument dedicated to Harriet Tubman, a prominent social media platform, and two reading 
groups dedicated to process philosophy and affect studies. Studying the anarchive involved a 
mixture of ethnographic methods and speculative practices, like fictocriticism, reading groups, 
and assemblage art. The way these archives came together affected what they did. Rather than 
static receptacles, they affected and were affected by novel assemblages. Thus, anarchiving—
attunement and experimentation with the archive’s virtuality—entailed taking on responsibility 
for what those archives might yet become.
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In the turmoil of the fall of 2016, archives, ethnography, and curriculum converged. 
Simultaneous mini-studies considered the accidental inclusion of a “Black Solidarity Day” flyer 
in the Wadleigh Collection of the Schomburg archive and how people navigated a complicated 
intersection in Harlem. These mini-studies combined with a course taught on Curriculum Theory 
and History to create a generative experience. Over time, the memorial at the complicated 
intersection became a central site of inquiry, invested with meaning through events. A man 
walking his dog by the memorial, dragging the dog away as it began to urinate at the base of the 
monument. Flowers occasionally left at the memorial, an offering. A pink, pussy hat plopped on 
Tubman’s head in January 2017, a troubling attempt to claim intersectionality in a movement 
known to railroad through intersections, making for a dangerous crosswalk. Moments in which 
people found themselves conducted by or thrown together with archives creating an event with 
important consequences. Presenting early work at conferences helped to refine the topic, leading 
to the concept of “anarchiving” and a prolonged engagement with the SenseLab. 
While engaging with archives sparked a generative period, the experience also revealed 
the limitations of archives. Every archive excludes, just as every “narrative is a particular bundle 
of silences” (Trouillot, 2001, p. 27). Even a counter archive, intended to correct the record, 
excludes. Thus, there is no end to correcting the record, a Sisyphean and—in many cases—
necessary project. Despite these limitations, due to the anarchive, archival traces carry a surplus, 
a potential to trigger a new event (Massumi, 2016, p. 6). Through intuition and sympathy, 
anarchiving these archival traces creates new events that can profoundly alter what an archive 
does. These events might lead to celebrations of hidden figures that erect counter archives or to 
throwing the Columbus monument into the sea (Trouillot, 2001). In 2020, many of Columbus’ 
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ilk found themselves in the ocean’s depths. Given the collective investments in archives, what 
this study describes as anarchiving walks an ethical razor’s edge. 
As will be described, in this study, it is difficult to separate the research from the writing. 
Data generation (Springgay & Truman, 2018), an amalgamation of what is typically referred to 
as data collection and data analysis, occurred between June 2019 and January 2020. During this 
time, each week included at least an hour with three different types of archives: sitting at a 
memorial, engaging with Facebook, and meeting with a reading group. These engagements 
involved field notes and culminated with memos, journaling, and fictocriticism. While daily 
engagements with the memorial ended in January 2020, engagements continued intermittently 
with Facebook and enthusiastically with the reading groups. While anxiety limited Facebook use, 
the continued reading groups fundamentally affected the research. 
Writing, as noted, continued throughout the process. It ranged from informal scratch 
notes, field notes, memos, journaling, and fictocriticism to more formal drafts. The first draft, 
completed in May of 2020, fell short of expectations. However, feedback from readers provided 
the grist for several months of work. After months of revision, peers reviewed specific chapters 
providing much-needed feedback and entangling themselves in the project. Their feedback 
informed more revisions. In December 2020, another draft coalesced. After more feedback, the 
final draft emerged in January of 2021. In the process of writing, some ideas made it into the 
document, archived. Other ideas anarchived themselves, lost. Of the documented ideas, a 
surplus-value remains, awaiting anarchiving and the events to come. 
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Chapter I – Introduction 
There are few sporting events as popular in the United States as the Super Bowl. Despite 
accumulating research on brain trauma and domestic violence (Massumi, 2002; Puar, 2012), the 
Super Bowl continues to attract millions of viewers each year. With all these eyes hovering over 
screens, advertisers carefully plan to capture attention. While teams compete on the field, 
advertisers compete in the interstices between plays. During the 2018 Super Bowl, one particular 
advertisement generated controversy with their creative use of archival materials. In a 
commercial for Dodge Trucks, advertisers used archival audio from one of Dr. Martin Luther 
King, Jr.’s speeches. 
In the advertisement, Dodge combines short video clips with King’s “Drum Major 
Instinct” speech to sell trucks. The video includes a striking assortment of activities: athletes 
training, a fisherman at work, cattlemen on horseback herding cows, a man teaching math in a 
classroom, a mother picking up a child from a car seat, a man running to board a military 
helicopter, Marines marching in formation, women handing out frozen turkeys in the rain, a 
fireman carrying a person away from a fire, a dog rescued from debris, a girl helping her younger 
sister put on a t-shirt, a doctor performing a sonogram, a football team kneeling in a circle for a 
prayer, a little girl smiling at the camera, a father kissing a baby, a man petting a horse, and a 
soldier returning to a child hugging him. For a brief, one-minute commercial, the advertisement 
quickly cuts through these clips. Nestled between these images are glimpses of Ram trucks 
accelerating through rain and mud, towing an old white church through a small downtown 
district, accelerating toward the camera. 
Other than a minimalist, pulsing tone and the revving engine, the only sound in the 
commercial comes from Dr. King’s “Drum Major Instinct” from 1968, delivered two months 
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before his death. According to the advertisement, he gave the speech 50 years ago. In the speech, 
King reminds the audience that all it takes to be great in life is a passion for service. In the 
commercial, King claims, “he who is greatest among you shall be your servant.” Among all the 
people engaged in service, the ad insinuates that the truck might be the greatest servant of all. 
The excerpts from the speech seem to fit with the slogan with which Ram closes the commercial: 
BUILT TO SERVE. It is in all capital letters, as if yelling at the audience. The commercial 
provoked different affects. Engrossed by the speech. Disturbed by the appearance of the truck. 
Disappointment in the use of King’s speech. Disgust in the juxtaposition of Marines walking in 
formation over the voice of a committed practitioner of non-violence. 
The event that followed rippled across newspapers, websites, radio, and social media. 
The next morning, Slate included an article detailing the commercial with a YouTube link to the 
video for anyone who missed the original airing (https://youtu.be/eptAr_sKvFY). Within the 
next 24 hours, Slate added another article about the original text from the speech with a new 
video that included the portions cut out (https://yout.be/l_v1h6Zoi-Q). In a humorous way, the 
new video demonstrated how the speech in its entirety did not actually help to sell trucks. King 
asked, “Do you ever see people buy cars that they can’t even begin to buy in terms of their 
income?” Later, in the same speech, King admonished the United States for its role in Vietnam, 
“God didn’t call America to engage in a senseless, unjust war as the war in Vietnam. And we are 
criminals in that war. We’ve committed more war crimes almost than any nation in the world.” 
Amy Goodman from Democracy Now! invited guests to discuss the topic and unpack the rest of 
the “Drum Major Instinct” speech. And, finally, on Twitter viewers of the commercial lambasted 
the use of King’s words to sell trucks during the Super Bowl. 
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In the end, what was the consequence of this commercial? Within 24 hours, the King 
family, the legally-sanctioned stewards of King’s legacy, clarified that they had permitted the use 
of King’s words in the commercial (Glaser, 2018). While the commercial offended a portion of 
the population, in all likelihood, it did not offend all or even most viewers. Viewers familiar with 
King’s stance on Vietnam or democratic socialism were justifiably disgusted by the de-
historicizing of King. The use of King’s name to sell trucks and celebrate football and the 
military was especially disgusting. However, surely, not all viewers realized it was King or even 
know King. Among those viewers who did, not all viewers associate King with anti-capitalism or 
even the anti-war movement. King’s legacy is a complicated thing. And, though the family 
endorsed the commercial, it is not clear who actually has rights to King’s legacy. By taking 
archival audio out of the archive and juxtaposing it in a new context, the advertisers do 
something new with Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., altering what Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. does. 
To clarify, this is not an argument for historically-accurate commercials. Though demonstrating 
a troubling trajectory, the commercial instantiates anarchival practice, its creativity, potential, 
and ethical dilemmas. The preface referred to a “bundle of silences” (Trouillot, 2001, p. 27), a 
past largely anarchived. However, in this case, the commercial hints at another anarchive, the 
archive’s surplus-value to create new events. Archives address the future, but never contain the 
future. Folks from the past never knew that Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr.’s words could sell trucks. 
Anarchiving 
This study revolves around the anarchive and anarchiving and their implications for 
curriculum and qualitative research. However, this project began in the archives, reading along 
the archival grain (Stoler, 2010) and tracking silences in the past (Trouillot, 2001). It developed 
out of an anthropological interest in the archive. Drawing on De Certeau’s (2013) discussion of 
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strategy and tactics, it focused on the power struggles within archives, especially the dominant 
narrative and the traces of those silenced (Hartman, 2019). Given these perspectives, an 
inclination already existed for doing something with the archives other than attempting to prove 
the truth of a past or chastising others about “their” history. Bringing a rhizo-analysis (Masny, 
2013) to these archival traces infused with excess energy led to the concept of the anarchive  
(D. L. Carlson, personal communication, April 26, 2017). 
This paragraph provides a working definition of “anarchive.” The concept itself vibrates 
as it continues to pick up new inflections with new instantiations. Thus, some variation emerges. 
“Archive” registers as both a verb and a noun, so it should come as no surprise that anarchive 
does as well. In surveying its uses, the anarchive seems to have at least two uses as a noun. 
Sometimes anarchive stands in for anarchist archive. Also, as a noun, anarchive indicates that 
which slips beyond, rejects, or cannot be archived (Derrida, 1994). This text focuses more on the 
second of the nouns because the first—despite its anarchist claims—fails to escape the structure 
of an archive. As a verb, two different forms seem to exist. For Derrida, anarchive meant 
slipping away from, rejecting, or exceeding the archival process. Derrida describes something 
anarchiving itself right at the point of archiving (p. 57), absence constituting the archive. Another 
verb form of anarchive, often written as anarchiving, comes from the work around the SenseLab, 
informed by process philosophy (Manning, 2020; Massumi, 2017; Murphie, 2016). Massumi 
(2016) described anarchiving as a creative technique (i.e., feed forward mechanism), using 
archival traces as a springboard. While occasionally drifting into Derrida’s anarchive, that which 
exceeds the archive, this study prioritizes the process philosophy variant (Massumi, 2016). 
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Concrete Example from the Present 
Returning to the previously discussed Ram Truck commercial may clarify the concept.  
At the point of archiving this new commercial, something escapes. While the Dodge Ram 
commercial repeats the speech, even breathing new life into it, the commercial relies on 
absences. The context around the speech escapes. King’s lines about purchasing cars that are too 
expensive escapes. The controversies around kneeling players, like Colin Kaepernick, fade into 
the background. With the commercial, the NFL, as an assemblage not just an organization, puts a 
smiling, social-justice face over top another year of these controversies with a de-contextualized 
excerpt for King. Not only does the NFL remember the speech in a different form, they use it to 
cloak their well-publicized controversies over race in the league. In short, the Ram Truck 
commercial forgets “an event [by] remembering it in another form” (Springgay & Truman, 2017, 
p. 860). At the point of archiving, the commercial creates its own anarchive, in order to better 
sell trucks and football. 
The advertisers involved in the creation of the commercial engaged with anarchiving. As 
previously discussed, archival traces carry surplus-value. In this case, few anticipated this type of 
use of King’s legacy. The commercial draws upon a collection of traces, which includes the 
audio from King’s speech and visuals collected to emphasize the power of the truck and all the 
remarkable events it makes possible. The commercial itself (i.e., the recorded video) is now an 
archival trace, available on YouTube. However, the event it sparked was anarchival, a “feed 
forward mechanism” (Massumi, 2016, p. 7), especially in regards to the concept of “Dr. Martin 
Luther King, Jr.” The advertisers likely did not anticipate copycat responses that incorporated 
other aspects of the same speech (Martinelli, 2018). With this new entry, “Dr. Martin Luther 
King, Jr.” does something more than many ever expected. Based on the affects generated from 
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recordings of King’s speeches, that archive brims with an “excess energy” (Massumi, 2016, p. 
7). The event that followed the commercial spilled across platforms—television, news sites, 
daily magazines, podcasts, social media, YouTube—exceeding any one archive. Anarchiving “is 
activated in the relays,” “[i]t is never contained in an object” or documentation (Massumi, 2016, 
p. 7). The commercial created an event that exceeded the archive, putting a concept, “Dr. Martin 
Luther King, Jr.,” to a new use. In this case, the anarchiving aestheticized and de-historicized the 
archive with problematic consequences, a stark warning regarding the ethics of archival 
entanglements.  
Connecting to Education 
Having discussed a concrete example in the previous section, this section tracks how the 
concept of the anarchive ripples through curriculum, pedagogy, and qualitative research. The 
first section explores how some approaches to curriculum rely on an oversimplified notion of an 
archive, how archives play an integral role in the rational bureaucracy of schooling, and how the 
increasingly infinite archive affects curriculum. The next section considers the role of risk in 
education, the limits of knowledge, and the role of creativity in pedagogy. The final section 
focuses on the limitations of qualitative research methods, the potential of new research 
techniques that might open up new ways of knowing, and the lingering concerns related to the 
logic of extraction and proceduralism in method (Springgay & Truman, 2018). 
Curriculum. Often, commentators compare curriculum with archives, curriculum as a 
repository of knowledge. The Core Knowledge program is perhaps the best example in the field. 
For much of the concept’s life, curriculum seemed closely related to an archive. While the term 
curriculum literally meant “the race run,” schools quickly codified their programs (Hamilton, 
2009). When the race that is run becomes codified and archived, curriculum and archives 
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become muddled. In the United States, Charles Eliot advocated for this type of analogy. 
Curriculum as archive offered students weights for their mental gymnasium (Kliebard, 1995). 
The canon, or curriculum as archive, also offered the “right” mental furniture. Later, Ralph Tyler 
(1950) attempted to seal the curriculum as archive by rationalizing curriculum planning. Tyler 
included four steps: determine the purpose, choose experiences that might meet these purposes, 
organize the experiences effectively, and decide how to measure success (1950). For Tyler, that 
which was archived was the same as that which students learned. The results, obviously, varied. 
However, Tyler’s impression remains evident in schools and in school as a concept. Murphie 
(2016) explored Bloom’s Taxonomy as another attempt to archive curriculum. Bloom’s 
taxonomy added all kinds of new verbs to Tyler’s emphasis on learning outcomes. Murphie 
describes Bloom’s taxonomy as, “a new way of archiving education. It archived learning not just 
in terms of the knowledge to be known, but in terms of how it should be learned. In short, it 
controlled process” (p. 56). Decades later, in the moral panic of the 1980s, E. D. Hirsch launched 
another “curriculum as archive” project: cultural literacy. Hirsch (1988) attempted to codify the 
necessary components that constituted cultural literacy in the United States, “what every 
American should know.” Hirsch’s cultural literacy lives on in schools as Core Knowledge, the 
school reform program based on his work (Core Knowledge, 2019). Another Bloom, Harold 
Bloom (1995), advanced the analogy of curriculum as archive with The Western Canon. In his 
analysis, Bloom proposed 26 texts that “captured” the best of Western literary tradition and 
railed against alternative canons and alternative approaches to the Western Canon. In treating the 
curriculum as an archive while ignoring the anarchive, these approaches oversimplify curricula 
and archives, rendering both as closed systems. 
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As rational bureaucracies, schools have long engaged in a quest for certainty (Biesta, 
2013; Dewey, 1929; Greene, 1995). In 1929, John Dewey warned that schools sacrificed 
education in their “quest for certainty” regarding what exactly each child learned or how each 
teacher taught. This quest for certainty can be found in a wide array of school practices, from 
cumulative files and mission statements to formal curricula. While generally associated with 
education, schools are, to varying degrees, rational-bureaucratic organizations. According Scott 
and Davis (2007), rational organizations depend on goal specificity and formalization. Archives 
play an integral role in the rational model of bureaucracy. In fact, the “bureau” at the heart of 
Weber’s (1959) rational-bureaucracy contained an archive of written records. These written 
records documented the goals, decisions, and procedures for the organization. Although few 
schools keep their records in bureaus today, rational approaches to education thrive in schools 
across the country. While Common Core State Standards offer goal specificity, several programs 
further rationalize school processes. For example, with the implementation of No Child Left 
Behind (NCLB), the federal government offered funding as an incentive for schools to adopt 
comprehensive school reforms, which derived from “scientifically-based” research (e.g., Success 
for All). The What Works Clearinghouse (WWC) archived these programs. Whether in the form 
of personalized learning programs, response to intervention, or the Common Core State 
Standards, archives play an important role in the rationalist “quest for certainty” in schools.  
Moving away from common sense notions of curriculum, thinking of curriculum as more 
than the official, documented, explicit, or planned curriculum opens up space to explore how the 
increasingly infinite archive affects curriculum. The infinite archive ushers in a new type of 
archive and a new type of relationship with archives. A more expansive and flexible notion of 
curriculum helps when thinking about the relationship between the infinite archive and 
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curriculum. The formal, like the curriculum as archive, simply will not do. A reconceptualized 
notion of curriculum (Pinar, 2012) allows for a better realization of the growing significance of 
archives for curricula. The infinite archive refers to the technological innovations coupled with 
the advent of citizen archivists who constantly create more and more archives (Giannachi, 2016). 
With its prodigious proliferation, it is practically infinite. Mimicking Foucault’s disciplinary 
society, Harcourt (2015) referred to this as the expository society. The creation of new 
technology ushered in new forms of subjectification. Driven by desire, subjects log on websites 
and archive themselves, generating desire to expose themselves. While isolated stories document 
how criminals “catch” themselves by posting on Facebook—former NYC Police Commissioner 
Ray Kelly once joked that “he wanted to be ‘Facebook friends with all the city’s criminal 
crews’” (Harcourt, 2015, p. 244)—or genealogical DNA test kits help track down cold case 
murders (Romano, 2018), these stories obscure the mundane. In the expository society, 
individuals live in crystal palaces of their own construction (Harcourt, 2015). Playing upon 
desires, individuals use spectacular machines to build fragile structures that render privacy 
obsolete. Further, Giannachi (2016), which outlines the history of archives like computer’s 
operating system, describes “Archive 4.0” as a new type of archive that increasingly becomes an 
embedded lens through which individuals experience the world. Thus, the infinite archive 
becomes a curricular dilemma. The infinite archive includes social media and genealogy sites, 
but it also includes search engines and popular websites through the use of cookies. A cookie 
allows websites to save small bundles of data on a computer (Knowledge Base, 2018). When the 
user returns to the website, that data helps the website “personalize” the web experience. 
Websites like Google, Facebook, and Netflix personalize the web experience by using digital 
doppelgängers. Using these small archives of digital decisions, websites match visitors with 
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other visitors who made similar digital decisions. Thus, digital decision-making personalizes 
digital experiences, a curricular feedback loop. Google suggests products to purchase. Facebook 
suggests friends to follow, groups to join, and even checks with users when they disconnect from 
the platform. Netflix suggests what to watch. Rather than an open experience with the “World 
Wide Web,” the Internet increasingly becomes a bubble of isolation, matched to digital 
doppelgängers. A more and more pleasant experience, isolated from difference. If one considers 
curriculum to be complicated conversation, then the impact of the infinite archive is profound. 
Archives narrow conceptions of curriculum, rationalize schools, and constrain online 
experiences. Clearly, archives play an important role in education, schools, and curricula. 
However, where there are archives, anarchival potential lurks. In response to “curriculum as 
archive,” there are the anarchival impulses of the reconceptualization of curriculum (Pinar, 
1978). The “quest for certainty” would have been completed long ago without anarchival 
impulses, which lead to schools functioning as “loosely-coupled” systems (Weick, 1976). Even 
the infinite archive includes the anarchival impulses revealed by Cambridge Analytica scandal 
and regulated by the European Union’s GDPR legislation (European Union, 2018). 
Pedagogy. After decades of profit-driven capture, creativity may seem an innocuous 
platitude. In order to move beyond this baggage, Biesta (2013) preferred creation. Creation, 
unlike creativity, carries with it the potentially negative connotation because, like Frankenstein’s 
monster, creations can become risky propositions. Over the years, archive fever drove archival 
innovations intent on “capturing creativity.” Biesta described two different types of creation: 
strong metaphysical creation and weak existential creation. Strong metaphysical creation 
attempts to maintain control over creations, limit risk, and follow the quest for certainty (Dewey, 
1929). Traditional archives favor limited risks, control, and preservation. However, weak 
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existential creation embraces the beautiful risk of creation. Rather than attempting to control 
creation, weak existential creation faces risks and leaves space for beauty to emerge. 
Nouns tend toward stasis, but verbs imply action. As a noun, knowledge tends toward 
static representations. Static conceptions of knowledge “risk ‘reducing the future to a form of 
repetition’” (de Bolla, 2001 as cited in Ellsworth, 2005, p. 160-161). Static conceptions of 
knowledge describe knowledge as brute data, found and archived. Ellsworth describes the 
tension playing out “between explanation and sensation/movement” (p. 160). Explanation favors 
knowledge. Explanation and static conceptions of knowledge both resonate with the archival 
logics that assume decontextualized materials remain essentially the same, overlooking the 
anarchive. However, Ellsworth favors knowing(s) to knowledge. Knowings frame knowledge as 
an ongoing adventure. Knowings hint at experiences “not susceptible to explanation” (p. 157). In 
fact, Ellsworth argues that “[s]ome knowings cannot be conveyed through language” (p. 156). 
The dynamism of knowing resonates with the anarchive, both tend to exceed transmission and 
resist capture in the archive. Ellsworth describes pedagogy as the practice of “[t]earing 
knowledge out of the past” (p. 164) and concludes by arguing that the question of pedagogy is 
“how to use what has already been thought as a provocation and a call to invention” (p. 165), a 
notion that resonates with anarchiving. 
In a sense, Ellsworth’s pedagogy intertwines with life. Life, for Whitehead (1979), 
“means novelty [,] an organism is ‘alive’ when in some measure its reactions are inexplicable by 
any tradition of pure physical inheritance” (p. 104). Life, then, “is the name for originality, and 
not for tradition” (p. 104). Thus, life “is a bid for freedom” (p. 104). However, life requires food, 
and that which life destroys becomes the food that sustains it. So, “[l]ife is [also] robbery” (p. 
105). Life entails taking a physical inheritance, breaking it down, consuming it, and breathing 
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new life into it through the creation of novelty. When it comes to schools, older generations often 
try to make sure specific pieces of knowledge get transmitted to younger generations (Pinar et 
al., 1995), making knowledge live on in the heads of others. Too often, pedagogy becomes the 
refining of techniques to transmit this knowledge. However, knowledge “does not keep any 
better than fish” (Whitehead, 1928, p. 450). Of course, the tendency of knowledge to spoil poses 
a distinct problem for transmission (and archives). If pedagogy degenerates into the “how” of 
what (curriculum) will be transmitted, then it entails the dispensing of rotten, spoiled knowledge. 
Thus, for Whitehead, the role of the teacher is “to evoke into life wisdom and beauty which apart 
from [their] magic, would remain lost in the past” (p. 450). Whitehead’s conception of life 
implies an anarchival pedagogy. An anarchival pedagogy embraces the risk of creation, the 
dynamism of knowing, and life’s “bid for freedom” by treating archives of knowledge as 
springboards for experimentation. 
Qualitative research. The anarchive also ripples through research methodology. In many 
ways, the anarchive appears to be navigating in the wake of post qualitative research (St. Pierre, 
2012). In describing post qualitative research, Lather and St. Pierre (2013) pointed to troubling 
aspects of conventional qualitative research. Its phenomenology privileges presence. So do 
archives. In fact, all that is absent is excluded from the archive and consigned to oblivion. The 
anarchive, on the other hand, turns attention toward the virtual, the possible, the not anymore, or 
the not yet. In conventional qualitative research, positivism attempts to apply natural sciences to 
the social sciences, relying on foundationalism and data as brute facts, both of which require an 
archive. The archive preserves the foundational work that positivists build upon. The conception 
of brute data assumes that data can be plucked up, extracted from its context for study, and 
placed unproblematically into an archive. The anarchive troubles both foundationalism and 
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notion of brute data. The anarchive disturbs the perceived stability of foundations and 
conceptualizes objects as actively plugged into assemblages—as opposed to the essentialism of 
brute data. Representation relies on the stability and universality of language, merely extending 
the logic of brute data to language. Finally, in conventional qualitative research, humanism 
privileges the human with deleterious effects felt around the world, concerns that resonate with 
the anarchive. Traditional notions of the archive privilege the human, preserving human traces 
for human study. However, the anarchive evokes questions about what this approach 
backgrounds and how it contributes to a lack of imagination. 
Despite these similarities with post qualitative research, differences remain. First, the two 
concepts suggest different ways of relating to archives. While post qualitative research turns 
away from the archive of qualitative research, anarchiving calls for an experimental relationship 
with archives, which entails returning to the archive, treating it as a springboard for 
experimentation. Second, post qualitative research describes the archive of qualitative research 
as irredeemably anachronistic, “incommensurate” with “the posts.” However, thinking with the 
anarchive renders the archive of qualitative research as incomplete, in-process, becoming. Thus, 
anarchiving leaves open space for experimentation. Third, in framing the archive of qualitative 
research as irredeemable, post qualitative research relies on a static, monolithic conception of 
qualitative research (Bochner, 2018). However, thinking with the anarchive considers how 
plugging an archive into different assemblages can change what that archive does and what that 
archive becomes. 
In texts exploring post qualitative research or anarchiving, the role of method proves to 
be a sticking point. Manning (2016) writes “against method” because method is “aligned to a 
making-reasonable of experience, fashioning knowledge as a static organization of preformed 
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categories” (p. 56). In this way, method resonates with the logic of the archive, Ellsworth’s 
(2005) knowledge, and Whitehead’s (1979) tradition. Manning also associates method with the 
“tendency to place thought outside experience” (p. 61). Placing thought outside experience 
assumes a pre-conceived subject experiencing an event from the exterior. Instead, she favors 
technique, which is “more dynamic than method, open to the shift caused by repetition, engaged 
by the ways in which bodies change, environments are modulated and modulating, and ecologies 
are composed” (p. 64). Specifically, she proposes speculative pragmatism as a technique, 
describing it as “speculative in the sense that a process remains open to its potential, and 
pragmatic in the sense that it is rooted in the in-act of its ‘something doing’” (p. 56). Rather than 
relying on pre-determined methods, she favors new processes because new processes create new 
forms of knowledge (p. 54). This type of creativity exceeds the constraints of archives. While 
post qualitative research advocates for escaping convention and Manning writes “against 
method,” Springgay and Truman identify particular aspects of method that make it problematic. 
First, the logic of extraction frames data as a raw material to be excavated, collected, and 
archived, a logic thoroughly intertwined with archives. Second, the logic of proceduralism 
distances the researcher from the event and frees them from thought. Archives make 
proceduralism possible. Although archives strive to “capture” creativity, archives can also 
embrace a more open-ended quality, storing archival traces for future events to come, an archive 
geared toward anarchiving. 
Demonstrating Connection 
Core Knowledge is a popular school reform initiative that emerged from E. D. Hirsch’s 
vision of “cultural literacy.” As its name implies, Core Knowledge focuses schools on the most 
important knowledge. Through Core Knowledge, schools teach “enabling knowledge” (Core 
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Knowledge, 2019), knowledge that enables students from poor or underrepresented backgrounds 
to succeed in society. The Core Knowledge school reform program aspires to build a literate 
citizenship, empower their students with knowledge, narrow the “excellence gap,” and close the 
“fairness gap” (Core Knowledge, 2019). While the excellence gap refers to disparities regarding 
the PISA scores, and the fairness gap refers to broad ideas about social mobility in the United 
States. Hirsch described Core Knowledge as a necessary curriculum to “overcome inequality of 
opportunity” (Core Knowledge, 2019). Core Knowledge offers a free, downloadable “Core 
Knowledge Sequence,” which serves as a blueprint for schools. 
Hirsch (1988), the author of Cultural Literacy, is the founder and chairman of Core 
Knowledge. As a former English professor at the University of Virginia, the reading 
comprehension of college students shocked and appalled Hirsch. Cultural literacy, an idea he 
developed in several books, was his response. Hirsch’s understanding of cultural literacy 
emerged from his realization of a connection between reading comprehension and background 
knowledge. However, Hirsch’s cultural literacy faced a critical response from the beginning. 
Christopher Hutchins, noted social critic, described Hirsch’s work as an attempt “to restore the 
teaching of fact and information in schools” (Patterson, 2013, para. 2). The text was “squarely 
pummeled as elitist, antiquated, and narrow-minded” (Baker, 2013, para. 1). Speaking of 
Hirsch’s work, Henry Giroux argued that it “enshrines standardization of knowledge and 
assessment, which I believe is very deadly for what it means for students to learn and think 
creatively and critically” (as cited in Baker, 2013). For Diane Ravitch, Core Knowledge raised 
concerns about developmental readiness. She warned that students would, in some cases, “lack 
context and maturity” (as cited in Baker, 2013). Writing in hindsight, Baker (2013) described 
Hirsch as a vindicated precursor to the Common Core State Standards. While he faced early 
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criticism, Baker argues, Hirsch’s work informed the most significant federally advocated school 
reform of recent years. In two reappraisals of Hirsch’s Cultural Literacy, both authors identified 
his list as a flashpoint. “The list” refers to the appendix of Hirsch’s (1988) book. In that 
appendix, Hirsch included a list of 5,000 concepts. These concepts, according to Hirsch, 
constituted the necessary background knowledge to be culturally literate in the United States of 
America.  
Hirsch’s (1988) work and school reform program offers a useful example of the 
anarchive and anarchival controversies, especially his list. While Hirsch hinted at the need for 
revision by inviting readers to send letters with advice on entries and removals, the list reveals 
the archival logics at play in his larger project. Hirsch removes these concepts from context and 
places them at the end of his book in alphabetized order, in English. Removing these concepts 
from the circulation of knowledge that generates their meaning anarchives. It includes a 
formidable list of names of people, places, and ideas. However, rather than the complex 
relationships with which the book finds itself entangled; Hirsch uses simple names to remember 
the events in a particular way. Self-satisfied with his knowledge, Hirsch fails to consider 
alternative perspectives on the same concept. He anarchives. For example, Hirsch lists Falkland 
Islands with no reference to the Malvinas Islands. He seems to believe his knowledge is the 
objective knowledge. Finally, in his list, Hirsch attempts to seal the meaning of cultural literacy, 
an impossible task, sure to generate archive fever. Patterson’s (2013) reappraisal of Hirsch raises 
some questions about this impossibility by pointing out the absence of one particular entry: the 
internet. Hirsch himself seemed to realize the impossibility of the task when he invited the input 
from readers. In archiving cultural literacy in general and his list of “What Literate Americans 
Know” specifically, Hirsch anarchives with relish. Merely using “Americans” in referring to 
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inhabitants of the United States anarchives the inhabitants of the rest of the Americas. Even in 
1988, Hirsch left out numerous concepts. However, even with the concepts he includes, one 
wonders what about these concepts one might need to know.  
Problem Statement, Purpose, and Research Questions 
This study begins with the problem of the anarchive, and that problem ripples through 
education, research, and this study. Archives exclude. Therefore, every archive remains 
incomplete, consigning something to be forgotten. Forgetting occurs when archives legitimize 
events with names, remove documents from circulation, remember events in particular ways, and 
attempt to seal meaning (Derrida, 1994; Springgay & Truman, 2017). Archives require 
forgetting. The archive preserves the snake’s skin, not the snake (Nora, 1989). The archive 
captures a trace of the past, not the past. 
Furthermore, the archive cannot be fixed. To “fix,” indicates two things: repair and 
stability. The archive cannot be repaired because the problem of the anarchive poses an 
irresolvable dilemma. There is no fix. However, the archive also cannot be stabilized and sealed. 
If the meanings around the archive change, then so do the meanings and contents of the archive 
(Briet, 2006). The desire and inability to alleviate the aporia develops a fever, an “archive fever” 
(Derrida, 1994). Just as in a pandemic, a fever can create new problems. 
Many aspire to make archives more inclusive, accessible, and all-encompassing, an 
important and never-ending task. However, these perceived fixes can also create new dilemmas. 
Following the atrocities of the Holocaust and the desire for remembrance, archives blurred with 
other memory institutions (Giannachi, 2016). They changed to accommodate the desire to avoid 
death, forgetting, and absence. The drive to capture the anarchive creates a data deluge and a 
swamp of images swells (Crary, 2014). Now, the deluge opens up new forms of censorship 
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through noise rather than merely silencing (Applebaum, 2019). Technological advances raise 
questions about a practically infinite archive (D. Friedrich, personal communication, March 1, 
2018). What is the value of the archived when everything gets archived? In “The Library of 
Babel,” Jorge Luis Borges (1998) played with this idea. In his story, every possible book was 
archived. However, the books lost their meaning to the librarians, who were left wandering in 
their abyss of books. Beyond technological advances, merely thinking there is a fix to the archive 
creates a problem. In Cvetkovich’s (2006) An Archive of Feelings, she detailed the challenges 
created by the additive approach to “fixing” an archive. Rather than a solution, when the New 
York Public Library added an ephemeral AIDS collection to their archive, that collection 
changed. The context changes the contents of the archive. 
Furthermore, the planet might be approaching the end of archives. The drive to collect, 
hoard, and archive risks rendering the planet unfit for life. At the heart of this drive resides the 
fear of death, absence, and forgetting. On a planet increasingly wrought by climate disruption, at 
what point do the boxes overfill, the piles collapse, and the servers overheat? Counter archiving, 
though necessary, does not resolve the archival dilemma. And, a practically infinite and 
constantly expanding archive creates new dilemmas. Borrowing from Geertz’s (1973) 
description of culture, increasingly, the planet’s inhabitants find themselves caught in a web of 
their own construction. The constant wriggling to get free from the situation creates new 
dilemmas. Now, it seems the planet, through climate disruption, will impose a deadline. 
Archives always leave stuff out. Borrowing from Derrida (1994), this study refers to that 
stuff as the anarchive. Anarchiving, as an experimental approach to attuning to the anarchive, 
might help. Anarchiving attunes to absence, death, and forgetting. Instead of running from these 
figures, it might be time to learn to live with them (Derrida, 2006). However, given the work 
 
19 
flowing from process philosophy, anarchiving also involves an open-ended experimentation with 
archival traces (Massumi, 2016). In this sense, the archive serves as a “springboard” for future 
events, in which case the anarchive refers to “a surplus-value of storage” (p. 116). Different 
perspectives lead the concept in different directions.  
This study proposed to explore anarchiving in order to think about how it ripples through 
curriculum, pedagogy, and research. In order to generate data, the study incorporated speculative 
ethnography, an approach informed by ethnography and speculative practice. The problem of the 
anarchive generates an archive fever, but, often, it also leads to controversies over construction 
and maintenance of archives. Following Latour (2007), the study fed on three anarchival 
controversies—involving different types of archives—as events that affect. Controversies, 
anarchival or otherwise, often fall out of the formal curriculum of schools. Thus, this study began 
with controversies beyond schools. After exploring anarchival projects and controversies, the 
study considered implications for curriculum studies and qualitative research. Specifically, this 
study explored the spatial archive of a memorial, infinite archives of social media, and 
speculative reading groups. These different approaches to archive-creation affect the anarchive. 
Haunted by the problem of the anarchive, this study put speculative ethnography to work to 
explore anarchival controversies in different types of archives and pursued the following 
research questions.  
1. How does materiality (i.e., materials, knowledge, events) construct (an)archives 
differently? 
a. What else might an (an)archive do? 
b. What does anarchiving do? 
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2. How do anarchives and anarchiving affect the construction and circulation of 
knowledge? 
Anarchive as Ethico-Onto-Epistemological Dilemma 
As previously discussed, the anarchive raises questions for curriculum. The anarchive, 
however, is not just a curricular problem. First, it is not just a problem. Problems imply 
solutions. The anarchive poses an irresolvable dilemma, an internal contradiction that is 
foundational to the archive. Second, it is not just curriculum. It is an ethico-onto-epistemological 
dilemma. According to Barad (2007), “ethico-onto-epistemological questions have to do with 
responsibility and accountability for the entanglements ‘we’ help enact and what kinds of 
commitments ‘we’ are willing to take on, including commitments to ‘ourselves’ and who ‘we’ 
may become” (p. 382). The anarchive ripples through that tangle. Attuning to the anarchive or 
engaging in anarchiving further entangles in ethico-onto-epistemological dilemmas of the 
anarchive. Recalling the example of the MLK commercial, the advertisement stumbles upon an 
ethical dilemma related to archives: the aestheticization of the archives (Stoler, 2018). 
Aestheticizing the archive relates to taking something from the archive, de-historicizing it, de-
contextualizing it, and using it for a new purpose. Given the role of archives as a promise to the 
past and a responsibility to the future, anarchiving raises questions about commitments to the 
past and the future. 
Locating the Research in Different Controversies 
Recalling Hirsch’s (1988) project, a list offers a neat, albeit oversimplified and troubling, 
solution to a messy tangle. However, thinking is difficult and often avoided. Doubt, however, 
leaves a burning discomfort that stimulates thought (Peirce, 1998). Science, Latour (2007) 
argued, starts with wonder. Along similar lines, in this dissertation the research openings revolve 
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around controversies, specifically anarchival controversies. Anarchival controversies threaten 
archives, call into question responsibilities, and raise doubts about what will be repeated in the 
future. By feeding off of controversies (p. 21), the study tracks associations in flux and follows 
the inquiry (Bartlett & Vavrus, 2017). Controversies may seem to begin at a particular site, but 
the controversy irrupts in the middle of ongoing entanglements that spread across multiple 
locations, multiple platforms. Instead of problems to fix, this dissertation poses controversies as 
sites of construction (Latour, 2007) or co-composition (Manning, 2019a).  
The study begins with three controversies that entangle and implicate. First, the study 
begins with the placement of a pink hat on the Harriet Tubman memorial in Harlem on the first 
anniversary of the Women’s March. As a white, middle-class man living in Harlem, less than a 
block from the memorial, and a general supporter of the march, the controversy entangled and 
forced decisions about how to align and what to learn from the event. Next, the study considers 
Cambridge Analytica’s controversial scraping and mining of Facebook’s infinite archive for 
tactical political operations in 2016. In the aftermath of 2016, as a user who abandoned Facebook 
without deleting their account, the project prompted a return to study enduring affective 
entanglements with Facebook’s archival project. Finally, the study concludes with controversies 
involving the role of the university and the relationship between the reader and the text. As a 
reader and participant in the SenseLab, the study is thoroughly implicated in these controversies 
over universities. The following paragraphs describe each of these controversies. 
Often, when thinking of an archive, it is customary to imagine a building with restricted 
access that houses boxes of folders filled with documents. A statue offers a different type of 
archive because, through the material presence of likenesses and inscriptions, it documents a 
past, pledges to repeat something of that past (Derrida, 1994), and becomes entangled in 
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affective (i.e., affecting and affected by) assemblages. This is a different kind of archive, which 
hinges on one’s interpretation of what qualifies as a document. The materials flowing through 
the intersection and posted around the intersection make for a different archival experience. The 
police precinct, the restaurant, the hookah lounge, the hat shop, the hair salon, and the vacant lot 
marked for commercial development provide striking backgrounds. The pedestrians, bicyclists, 
cars, birds, and rats that set up a minor ecosystem around overflowing trashcans make this a 
complex intersection. Compared to traditional notions of an archive, Swing Low: The Harriet 
Tubman Memorial stands as a more accessible archive, even encouraging physical engagement. 
The City of New York commissioned a Harriet Tubman memorial in 2006 at the intersection of 
Saint Nicholas, 121st Street, and Frederick Douglass Boulevard. With funding from the city, 
Alison Saar designed Swing Low: Harriet Tubman Memorial for a triangle-shaped pedestrian 
island, just north of the intersection. Before the recession of 2008, real estate boomed in Harlem. 
Beyond the complex intersection designated for the memorial, the neighborhood itself seemed to 
be navigating its own complex intersection, as gentrification ripped through the area. What was 
once referred to as “Black Mecca” (Johnson, 1925), slowly gave way to condominiums, 
renovated brownstones, new restaurants, and rebranding efforts like SoHa, meant to associate 
South Harlem with SoHo. The memorial literally stamped the surface of the neighborhood with 
an iconic African American hero. Though the recession slowed the pace of gentrification, the 
world around the memorial continued changing. The antiquated parking garage and the 
abandoned gas station, demolished years ago, now designated for commercial construction as 
gentrification accelerates again. With an influx of gentrification, Harlem itself seems to navigate 
a complex intersection, and the monument plays a role in this neighborhood’s intersection as a 
contested archive. As one of only a few statues of women in all of New York City, groups vie for 
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control over the archive. The contestation of the archive boiled over in January 2018 on the 
anniversary of the Women’s March, when the organizers made the memorial a staging area for 
the march and an organizer put a “pussy hat” on Tubman, coopting Tubman for mainstream, 
white feminism. The controversy erupted on social media, and the act of “solidarity” faced 
rounds of ridicule. In the months since, Tubman occasionally carried the Pan-African flag and a 
bouquet of flowers, as if atoning for the sins of the afront, setting the record straight, or 
recharging the material with Black radicalism. While Swing Low stands as a spatial archive 
(Roberts, 2015) with details that document Tubman’s life, it also symbolizes radical Black 
femininity in the midst of Harlem’s gentrification. As a result, the memorial attracts anarchival 
projects that attempt to add meaning to the memorial, like the pink hat, the Pan-African flag, or 
flowers. 
Archives seep into every aspect of life now. Nary a problem or inclination escapes 
Google. How could anyone live without Google? Many feel the same about Facebook, another 
online archive. Both Google and Facebook play upon the archive drive with a new kind of 
archive (Giannachi, 2016). That which is absent will be present in a flash, and it is all free. Of 
course, when the service is free, you are the product (Harcourt, 2015). Facebook engages the 
desires of users to generate their own archives, which, in turn, Facebook sells to advertisers. 
Rather than scheduling a visit with an archivist, this archive beckons its users with text updates 
emails, reminders, and notifications. The desire to disclose minute details of one’s existence 
creates a new type of society, the expository society, in which individuals, driven by desire for 
connection, eagerly expose themselves to others (Harcourt, 2015). However, if the archive seeps 
into every aspect of life, then the anarchive lurks just out of frame. The potential for anarchiving 
Facebook exploded in the controversy around Cambridge Analytica. During the 2016 
 
24 
Presidential Campaign, the Republican campaign hired an upstart firm allegedly from Cambridge 
for political consultation. Using a simple game app on Facebook, Cambridge Analytica scraped 
data from millions of social media accounts. Scraping refers to “a prominent technique for the 
automated collection of online data [, which] makes it possible to automatically download data 
from the Web, and to capture some of the large quantities of data about social life” (Marres & 
Weltevrede, 2013, p. 313). Scraping data from social media is not illegal, but some social media 
companies, especially in the aftermath of this controversy, made it more difficult to do. While 
scraping data with an online game might be disingenuous, Cambridge Analytica actually scraped 
from the accounts of those who clicked on their application and their entire social networks 
(Cadwalladr & Graham-Harrison, 2018). The controversy lay in how the firm identified targets, 
pilfered their entire networks, and targeted individuals with campaign advertisements based on 
their scores on a psychometric assessment. As it turns out, Cambridge Analytica used a 
psychometric scale with data scraped from Facebook to identify and target individuals with 
numerous tailored political advertisements, focusing especially on “low information voters” and 
“emotional voters” and attempting to persuade others against voting (Kaiser, 2019). Hired by the 
Brexit and the Republican Presidential campaign in 2016 and funded by the Mercers and Steve 
Bannon, Cambridge Analytica appeared quite successful, but, following the controversy, the firm 
came under increasing legal pressure and closed operations. Their impact, however, ripples 
through legal cases, ongoing legal battles, and salacious memoirs (Kaiser, 2019; Wylie, 2019). If 
curriculum is indeed something more than the formalized plan taught only in a school, then this 
controversy raises numerous curricular concerns because the digital experiences of millions of 
users depend on increasingly targeted advertising and their curated social media experience. 
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Facebook amasses an archive by generating the desires of its users. Cambridge Analytica is one 
of many anarchival projects using these archives to create new events. 
The SenseLab plays an important role in generating the concept of the anarchive. The 
collective, which includes an international network of participants, navigates the intersection of 
philosophy, activism, and art (SenseLab, 2020). At this intersection, the SenseLab organizes 
multiple reading groups, produces an online, open-access, multimedia journal (i.e., Inflexions), 
created a book series (i.e., Immediations), and hosts events. In fact, the SenseLab prodigious 
creativity leads to a proliferation of its own archives to capture that creativity, including 
Basecamp, Skype, Slack, and Patreon. Not only do collaborators at the SenseLab engage with the 
concept of anarchiving in reading and writing, they also explore the limits of anarchiving in the 
university. The rational bureaucratic constraints of the university raise issues related to rigor and 
neurotypicality in the university setting. Despite their innovative work and growing influence, in 
a lecture at the University of British Columbia, Manning (2018)—a central figure in the 
SenseLab—confided that students affiliated with the SenseLab struggled to gain entry into the 
university’s archive of dissertations and theses. As it turns out, colleagues in academia perceived 
the work as failing to meet the rigorous expectations of the university. This controversy involves 
rigor, quality, neurodiversity, and what qualifies as a dissertation. In short, it involves the 
anarchive. Not only does the SenseLab explore the anarchive through events and writing projects 
(e.g., Murphie, 2016), the dissertations rebuffed for lack of rigor exceed the archive of 
dissertations at the university. The SenseLab’s prominent role in generating scholarly literature 
related to the anarchive and their struggles enacting these ideas in university settings make this 




Overview of Methods 
Given these research openings, this section explains the methodology that inform this 
study. First, eliding conventional data collection and data analysis sections, this section describes 
the study’s approach to data generation Next, this section explains “speculative ethnography,” an 
approach informed by speculative research (Manning, 2016; Springgay & Truman, 2018) and a 
particular approach to ethnography, fictocriticism (Stewart, 2007, 2017; Taussig, 2004, 2019). 
Finally, it concludes with limitations and implications for the study. 
Conventional qualitative research differentiates between data collection and data analysis. 
In doing so, it relies on the logic of extraction (Springgay & Truman, 2018). It assumes that brute 
data lies there waiting for the research to collect it, preserve it, and ponder it. Further, data 
collection and data analysis imply a distanced researcher. The research stands apart from the 
data. Aloof, the researcher then analyzes that which does not include them. Instead, data 
generation recognizes the intertwined relationship between these common phases of research. 
While some may already consider data collection and data analysis to be iterative processes, data 
generation emphasizes the researcher’s ongoing role in decisions about the generation of data. 
This study generates data through ethnography. The researcher generates data by engaging in 
participation without observation (Grosz 2017), maintaining field notes, and producing a 
researcher journal. These research practices generate a “repertory of traces,” which serve as a 
“springboard” for speculative practice (Massumi, 2016). Speculative practice included 
participating in reading groups, organizing a walkthrough Harlem, writing fictocriticism, and 
entangling others with early drafts. Rather than making sense of glowing traces, these 
speculative practices provided a way to stay close to the trouble (Haraway, 2016) and generate 
more data.  
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This section describes the study as speculative ethnography because of its aspects of 
speculative practice and ethnography. As previously discussed, Manning (2016) advocated for 
speculative pragmatism because it leaves processes open to potentiality. Not all speculative 
practice necessarily leaves processes open to potentiality. In Speculate This!, the Uncertain 
Commons (2013) explored two different approaches to speculative practice: firmative 
speculation and affirmative speculation. On one hand, firmative speculation pursues the 
potentiality in order to capture, commodify, and archive. On the other hand, affirmative 
speculation pursues uncertainty to open up new possibilities. This study pursues an affirmative 
approach to speculative practice. Thus, this study engages in speculative practice to create new 
processes and forms of knowledge (Manning, 2016) and new ways of knowing (Ellsworth, 
2005).  
Ethnography also plays a prominent role in this study. Of course, ethnography, finds 
itself entangled in the long march of colonialism and exploitation. Worse yet, it often seems to 
follow the logics of extraction and proceduralism (Springgay & Truman, 2018). However, 
Latham (2008), this study attempts to make ethnography “dance a little” (p. 2000). Thus, it takes 
up a particular variant of ethnography: fictocriticism. Fictocriticism—popularized by Taussig 
(2004, 2019) and Stewart (2007, 2017)—mashes up field notes, theory, and fiction. In doing so, 
it troubles the boundaries of disciplines and blurs the difference between fact and fiction.  
With data generated through ethnography and speculative practice, this study engages in 
anarchiving through fictocriticism, an approach devised by Jeanne Randolph (Flavell, 2009; 
Randolph, 2011). By blurring boundaries, fictocriticism provokes doubt about fact and fiction, 
but an “ethically fruitful” sort of doubt (Randolph, 2011) that leaves the reader to make their 
own decisions. Fictocriticism refuses the authority typical of disciplined, academic, agribusiness 
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writing (Taussig, 2015). However, due to its transgressive nature, it also risks anarchiving itself 
and becoming overlooked in favor of conventional approaches to the mastery of knowledge bent 
on transmission and explication. Fictocriticism serves as an anarchival approach to writing 
because it draws upon a “repertory of traces” (Massumi, 2016) of fieldnotes to create something 
new. Unlike a logical empiricist’s approach to writing as transmission, fictocriticism leaves 
space for the reader’s thought. In her discussion of her approach to writing memoir, Singh 
suggested that the stultifying posture of the master explicator (Rancière, 1991) obstructs some 
types of thought (Singh & Rosenberg, 2019). As a result, the rationalist approach to writing as 
explication leaves some thoughts anarchived. Through fictocriticism, this study endeavors to 
open up space for new thoughts. Rather than cold, critical writing that confronts the reader, 
provoking a nervous fight or flight response, fictocriticism embraces magic, uncertainty, and 
technique to approach the reader sideways. 
Limitations 
Like any study, this one has its limitations. Post qualitative research encourages a turn 
away from qualitative research because it is “incommensurable” with “the posts” (St. Pierre, 
2012), a topic further discussed in Chapter II. According to this argument, the overwhelming 
archive of conventional qualitative research constrains research. In refining this sweeping 
critique, Springgay and Truman (2018) specifically warned of the extractive logic at work in 
research methods. While they associate extractive logics with “phenomenological methods,” they 
do not write against method in general. When it comes to phenomenology, they find some 
aspects especially pernicious. Related to their concerns about the logic of procedure, 
phenomenology may entail some predetermined methods. Of course, predetermined methods can 
prove problematic when thinking with immanence, process philosophy, and speculative topics. 
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As Whitehead argued, “every method is a happy simplification. But only truths of a congenial 
type can be investigated by any one method, or stated in the terms dictated by the method” 
(Whitehead, 1967a, p. 221). Thus, predetermined methods miss out on the details of a world in 
process. Springgay and Truman (2018) also associate phenomenology with presupposing a 
subject, often one standing above the fray, observing. Thus, the subject extracts data from the 
world. Finally, in order to extract data, the logic of extraction renders data as a “thing.” They 
argue that the “idea that data is a ‘thing’ that sits in the world and can be isolated and extricated 
by a method, but as separate from that method is impossible” (p. 205). 
From this perspective, ethnography might seem a fairly significant limitation, maybe 
even “incommensurable.” To begin with, many include ethnography under the framework of or a 
constituent element of qualitative research. Beyond that, many associate ethnography with 
phenomenology. Speaking of extraction, ethnography is thoroughly imbricated with the history 
of imperialism, settler colonialism, and capitalism. As a discipline, writing about culture served 
these ends. In addition, there are those who attempt to create predetermined methods for 
ethnography. Certainly, its etymology implies some sort of method of writing about culture. Of 
course, there is a long tradition of outsiders visiting locals and writing ethnographies, too long to 
list. Finally, there are those who treat ethnographic data as brute, inert data. In choosing to bring 
speculative practices to ethnography, this study might be no better than a study that “extract[s] 
data from a research site using phenomenological methods and then make[s] a collage out of that 
data” (Springgay & Truman, 2018, p. 205). 
Future studies might avoid the mess of ethnography altogether and create potential 
elsewhere. However, this study returned to ethnography, well aware of its ugly past, its archive 
of shame. As the anarchive rippled through thought, the study attempted to treat this problematic 
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archive as a “springboard” (Massumi, 2016, p. 7). Rather than accepting this archive as 
complete, the study tried to make ethnography “dance a little” (Latham, 2008, p. 2000, as cited 
in Vannini, 2015, p. 14). The process involved a minoritarian reading (Massumi, 2017) of the 
field, infused with a sense of hypothetical sympathy (Manning, 2016; Massumi, 2017). This 
reading “seize[d] upon […] seeds of thought potential” (Massumi, 2017, p. 118), focusing 
especially on the fictocritical technique of Taussig (2004, 2019) and Stewart (2007, 2017). 
Rather than accept a tool as just a tool (Deleuze & Guattari, 1987) or repetition as just the eternal 
return of the same (Deleuze, 1994), this study “lodged [itself] on a stratum [to] experiment with 
the opportunities it offers” (Deleuze & Guattari, 1987, p. 161). 
Implications 
This study sought to venture beyond the constraints of schools to study anarchiving. With 
the assumption that different archives anarchive differently, the study included three different 
types of archives. The study focused on the implications for curriculum studies and qualitative 
research. While Chapter VII develops more in-depth implications, the following provides some 
general implications for these fields. As it relates to curriculum studies, the field faces two 
archival dilemmas. After nearly a half century, the field increasingly ruminates over how to 
archive the Reconceptualization. Unfortunately, archiving runs against the grain when it comes 
to the Reconceptualization. Archiving seems inappropriate for those who moved the field beyond 
the archived curriculum. Instead, anarchiving, storing for an event to come, resonates with the 
Reconceptualization. However, the field also faces proliferating archives of formal curriculum. 
Anarchiving provides a way of relating to this growing archive. Turning to qualitative research, 
the field faces a developing schism that involves the constraining effects of a growing archive of 
conventional qualitative research. The archive legitimizes particular perspectives and defines 
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what qualifies as rigorous. For those engaging in thoughtful and experimental qualitative 
research, this can be a genuine concern. While some suggest imagining a world without 
qualitative research (St. Pierre, 2012), anarchiving suggests experimenting with these archives. 
Returning to archival traces to reactivate their surplus-value and “trigger a new event” (Massumi, 
2016, p. 6). Rather than presuming the intractability of an archive, events affect archives. 
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Chapter II – Literature Review 
An irresolvable dilemma lies at the heart of the archive (Derrida, 1994). Archives aspire 
to preserve memory, but, in order to remember, something slips away. Archives exclude and 
forget. This is not merely a matter of which collections an archive chooses to preserve. Archives 
also exclude contexts, alternative perspectives on events, and new interpretations of events 
(Springgay & Truman, 2017). Despite the best of intentions, archives cannot be fixed. An 
archive cannot be corrected or stabilized. In fact, attempting to “fix” an archive creates new 
problems. Facing the threat of forgetting, desires to remember more generate an “archive fever” 
(Derrida, 1994) and a data deluge (The data deluge, 2010). While it cannot fix the archives, 
anarchiving presents new possibilities, as well as its own dilemmas.  
First, this chapter lays out the theoretical framework for this study. While it may make 
sense to start at the beginning, this chapter uncovers multiple traces of the concept of the 
anarchive appearing in the middle of the 1990s in France. Emerging from this uncertain origin, 
this chapter follows the more recent emergence of anarchiving (Massumi, 2016). Beyond this 
growing literature, thinking with the anarchive ripples through practices in curriculum, 
pedagogy, and research. Next, this chapter explores the growing “empirical” field around the 
central concept. However, thinking with the anarchive requires a reassessment of what exactly 
qualifies as empirical. Drawing on post qualitative research, this chapter considers empiricisms 
beyond logical empiricism. In doing so, it considers the researcher’s own experience stumbling 
upon the topic of the anarchive, which required a reconceptualization of curriculum as more than 
a codified plan. Then, the chapter describes a collection of anarchival projects in podcasting, art, 
and museums. In detailing the empirical field, the chapter reviews recent work in anarchiving, 
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anarchiving curriculum, and anarchival pedagogy. Finally, based on the theoretical framework 
and the review of the empirical field, the chapter considers the implications of previous research. 
Theoretical Framework 
This section explores the anarchive as a theoretical framework. It begins by describing 
the uncertain origin of the concept. Next, this section explores how Derrida (1994) addressed the 
anarchive. Then, it considers Massumi’s (2016) working principles of anarchiving, shifting away 
from thinking about objects and toward processes. As a result, work inspired by Massumi’s 
definition tends to emphasize the process of anarchiving. Finally, this section concludes by 
considering how thinking with the anarchive ripples through curriculum, pedagogy, and research. 
Exploring an Uncertain Origin 
Given its relationship with the archive, perhaps, it is fitting that the origins of the term 
“anarchive” seem uncertain. Archives preserve origins, but the anarchive, even its origin, 
exceeds archives. In 1994, Anne-Marie Duguet launched a CD-ROM series that positioned the 
user as the curator of a selection of artworks (Duguet, 2017). Duguet organizes annual 
collections based on the oeuvre of a new artist or group of artists and new forms of technology. 
Rather than organize these artworks for the consumer, the ANARCHIVE series provides viewers 
with the tools to disorganize and reorganize the collection in novel ways. The juxtaposition of 
different artworks creates a space of possibility where new interpretations may arise. Through a 
personal computer, users manipulated the oeuvres of selected artists on the CD-ROM to 
construct their own experience. Duguet called her series, which continued publishing new 
editions until 2015, ANARCHIVE. Duguet’s project blurs distinctions between the preservation 
of digital artwork and the creation of new digital artwork (Lessard, 2009), raising questions 
about the author’s role and the archive. Through the ANARCHIVE series, Duguet deployed a new 
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type of archive. Duguet played on the tension between archives and anarchy, the “contradictory 
ideals of order and disorder that cannot be merged” (Lessard, 2009, p. 317). Without any clear 
resolution, Duguet’s project blurs preservation and creation (p. 317) and troubles the separation 
between object and user (p. 322). Whereas many archives preserve strict order, Duguet’s 
ANARCHIVE opens up space for creation. Whereas many archives carefully oversee and 
maintain the order of provenance, Duguet invites users to play with the objects. Provenance 
refers to the order in which archives receive materials. Rather than closed systems, Duguet’s 
ANARCHIVE invites “novel assemblages” to create “unforeseen configurations” (p. 317). The 
series allows users to juxtapose art in their own way and demonstrates the “relational potential 
of contemporary archiving” (p. 316). In fact, it moves beyond interaction. Users do not merely 
act and react to objects. Duguet fosters relationality, pointing to “patterns of emotional 
movements that trigger material transformations in both subject and object, thereby opening onto 
novel experiences and events” (p. 327). Rather than a logically-contained experience with an 
archive, Duguet’s project opens up space for new meanings.  
Later that year, Derrida published Archive Fever (Derrida, 1994). In meditating on the 
inauguration of the Freud Museum at the North London Freud House in the summer of 1994 
(Steedman, 2001), Derrida considered the logics of the archive. Springgay and Truman (2017) 
summarize these logics, which  
seek to preserve an object or experience by removing it from circulation, seek to 
legitimize an event by naming and recording it, seek to forget an event through 
remembering it in another form, and seek to seal the meaning of something that can never 
be closed. (p. 860) 
 
Principal among Derrida’s concerns was the metaphysics of presence at work in the 
archive. Derrida associated the archive drive with presence. Presence, of course, is just one part 
of a binary opposition. Derrida associated absence with the death drive. Archives conjure images 
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of an orderly presence, protected from the anarchy of forgetting. However, in a mash up of the 
archive and anarchy, Derrida captured the spill over between the concepts. In using the concept, 
Derrida embraced traces of the “archive” and “anarchy,” revealing the mutual constitution of 
both terms. Though mentioned sparingly, Derrida expands on the anarchive in the following 
passage. 
     If repetition is thus inscribed at the heart of the future to come, one must also import 
there, in the same stroke, the death drive, the violence of forgetting, superrepression 
(suppression and repression), the anarchive [emphasis added], in short, the possibility of 
putting to death the very thing, whatever its name, which carries the law in its tradition. 
(p. 51) 
 
In this passage, Derrida draws on Freud to explain the irresolvable dilemma of the 
archive. Derrida identifies the archive with the pledge to repeat. However, the idea of the death 
drive constitutes the archive. It is inescapable. The archive must carry with it the death drive, 
forgetting, ‘superrepression,’ and the anarchive. Without these there is no need to archive. For 
Derrida, this generates archive fever, which 
is to burn with a passion. It is never to rest, interminably, from searching for the archive 
right where it slips away. It is to run after the archive, even if there’s too much of it, right 
where something anarchives [emphasis added] itself. It is to have a compulsive, 
repetitive, and nostalgic desire for the archive, an irrepressible desire to return to the 
origin, a homesickness, a nostalgia for the return to the most archaic place of absolute 
commencement. (p. 57) 
 
In short, archiving to avert death without realizing the necessity of death. The archive 
carries with it the seeds of destruction, its own destruction. This internal contradiction leads to 
feverish archiving without fully realizing the anarchival possibilities nestled within the archive. 
By hitching his conception of the anarchive to Freud, Derrida’s anarchive emphasizes lack. What 
the archive lacks is forgotten, suppressed, repressed. Anarchived. However, in another tradition, 




While Derrida returns to Freud in conceptualizing the anarchive, Massumi draws on 
another tradition. Massumi (2016) put forth working principles of the anarchive. The SenseLab 
associates anarchiving with a “repertory of traces” (p. 6). In their work, there is sometimes a shift 
in language from anarchive to anarchival and anarchiving because the anarchive “cannot be 
contained within an object” (p. 7). Containment relates to archives. Further, the anarchive creates 
a “feed forward mechanism” (p. 7), which elides control over a system with inputs and outputs 
(i.e., a feedback mechanism) in favor of open-ended experimentation. The anarchive involves the 
“excess energy” (p. 7) of the archive. It is a “cross-platform phenomenon,” “activated in the 
relays” (p. 7). Thus, the anarchive relates to an event, the “surplus-value of the event” (p. 7). 
Finally, the anarchive is a “process-making engine” (p. 7) that runs on these traces, creating new 
events, new objects, and new processes. Both Derrida and Massumi’s anarchive slip into this 
study. When the study began, Derrida’s anarchive prevailed. As the study progressed, the use of 
the concept skewed toward Massumi’s anarchive. 
The Anarchive Ripples 
The anarchive poses a problem that ripples through different fields. First, after reading 
about the anarchive, the concept rippled through the study’s methodology. Conventional 
qualitative methods no longer seemed appropriate. Others provided some direction (Lather, 
1993, 2016; Lather & St. Pierre, 2013; St. Pierre, 2014, 2018, 2019). Then, returning to the 
literature review, the problem of the anarchive had already rippled through, leaving the outline 
and draft unsettled, disheveled. In revising the literature review, it increasingly relied on Lather 
(1999) and Baker (1999). However, the problem of the anarchive rippled through more than just 
this study. Barad (2007) used “ethico-onto-epistemology” to emphasize the entanglement of 
these, often isolated, terms. Like the diffractive wave experiments described by Barad (2007), 
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the anarchive ripples through these tangled terms. Rather than merely an epistemological debate 
that raises new questions, St. Pierre (2018) claimed that “post qualitative research must live the 
theory (will not be able not to live them) and will, then, live in a different world enabled by a 
different ethic-onto-epistemology” (p. 604). In an attempt to “live the theory,” the study followed 
anarchival tendencies in speculative pragmatism, reading groups, and fictocriticism. Some 
theories, like the anarchive, “refuse methodological enclosure [and it is] risky, experimental, and 
may well not look much like ‘research’” (2017, p. 606). The next section considers the limits of 
empiricism and explore a minor empirical field.  
Anarchiv(e/ing): A Minor Empirical Field 
As previously discussed, the anarchive poses an irresolvable dilemma that ripples through 
curriculum, pedagogy, and research. In the wake of the anarchive, this section begins by 
rethinking what might pass for an empirical field. Rather than the logical empiricism that 
underlies conventional humanist qualitative research, this section considers transcendental 
empiricism. With a new perspective on the empirical, this section recounts the experience of 
stumbling upon the anarchive as a topic. Attuned to the anarchive, the following also documents 
how the anarchive cropped in surprising places. Next, this section explores the theoretical 
writings that made this study thinkable, even though some became untenable as the study 
progressed. Finally, the section concludes by exploring recent work in the area, focusing on how 
these texts conceptualize curriculum, pedagogy, and the anarchive.  
What Is Empirical? 
Literature reviews often include a review of the empirical field. In writing a literature 
review on the anarchive, it seems pertinent to reconsider the empirical. What qualifies as 
empirical? What will be kept in this archive of the empirical? And, what will be anarchived? The 
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following paragraphs consider the logical empiricism that underlies much of the conventional 
humanist qualitative research field. Finally, the section concludes by exploring Deleuze and 
Guattari’s transcendental empiricism. 
St. Pierre (2016) describes today’s most prevalent form of empiricism as logical 
empiricism. Logical empiricism, for St. Pierre, involves the unity of science, incrementalism, and 
verifiability. First, according to the unity of science, the practices of the natural sciences should 
be reworked for the social sciences. In part, the unity of science relates to objectivity. Objectivity 
allows researchers to attain a “real” knowledge that lies outside themselves in the “real,” 
phenomenal world. Keeping the subject and object of research separate allows the researcher to 
demonstrate the objectivity of their work. Thus, a literature review of objective empirical work 
likely excludes everyday experiences, literature beyond the research literature, “theoretical” 
texts, and dreams, to list a few. As a result, especially after the publication of No Child Left 
Behind (2001), the trappings of the natural sciences often lend credibility to mainstream 
educational research. Second, logical empiricism also includes incrementalism, which involves 
building upon the work of others. As the common expression states, scientists see farther by 
standing on the shoulders of giants. However, when standing on the shoulders of another person, 
it is important to maintain secure foundations, work that remains fixed and sturdy. For many 
researchers, the literature review provides the foundations for their study. Foundationalism 
allows the researcher to build their study upon the stable foundations of the work of others. Thus, 
incrementalism depends on an effort to continually look for research gaps, what the field needs. 
Researchers conduct research to plug in these gaps. Third, logical empiricism also relies on 
verifiability. Through objective experimentation, logical empiricists confirm the work of others. 
Verifiability depends on stable representation. That is, what another observed and represented 
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might again be observed and represented in the same manner to verify the findings. 
Representation presumes the researcher can transmit their knowledge to their readers through 
clear language. Concepts, it is assumed, represent stable ideas that a writer might wield like brute 
facts. In the end, logical empiricism seeks to uncover the (often hidden) laws of reality through 
representation to gain an ever-strengthening grip on nature, an increasingly delusional project. 
Emerging from the work of Deleuze and Deleuze and Guattari, transcendental empiricism 
differs from logical empiricism. Whereas logical empiricism uses turns to the unity of science, 
incrementalism, and verifiability (St. Pierre, 2016) to dominate nature, transcendental empiricism 
does not. Objectivity fails in transcendental empiricism because of the singularity of each event. 
The subject, in transcendental empiricism, is not fully formed but emergent, affected by these 
events. According to transcendental empiricism, each event is singular because of its genetic 
conditions and external relations (St. Pierre, 2016). According to St. Pierre, “Deleuze’s genetic 
conditions are movements, speeds, intensities, that come together like the ‘toss of the dice’” 
(Deleuze, 2006, p. 351, as cited in St. Pierre, 2016, p. 118-119). Also, the subject is constituted 
by events, not external to events. Rather than foundationalism, transcendental empiricism 
pursues “pure difference” (Deleuze, 1994). MacLure (2013), referencing Deleuze, described 
“pure difference” as “crucified” by representation (p. 659). Deleuze (1994) described the 
“quadripartite fetters, under which only that which is identical, similar, analogous, or opposed 
can be considered difference” (p. 174). Unlike common connotations, pure difference exceeds 
negativity. Finally, because of the singularity of events, representation becomes problematic. 
Words and concepts do not ‘capture’ the singularity of events because concepts are not external 
to events. Thus, events also affect concepts. In addition, the complacency derived from familiar 
concepts can obscure the singularity at work in events. According to Deleuze and Guattari 
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(1987), transcendental empiricism calls on us to “Experiment, don’t signify and interpret!”  
(p. 120). Thus, transcendental empiricism favors experimentation over foundationalism, 
emergent assemblages over objectivity, and stuttering over representation. While 
foundationalism, objectivity, and representation narrow the field for a potential literature review, 
transcendental empiricism opens the field to pure difference. 
Stumbling upon the Anarchive 
The Schomburg Center for Research on Black Culture houses one of the most important 
counter archives of the Black diasporic experience. Arturo Schomburg (1925), who began the 
archive, believed that “prejudice begins far back and must be corrected at its source” (p. 672). 
The Schomburg’s Wadleigh Collection refers to a collection of materials related to a school on 
114th Street in Harlem. While the school opened as an illustrious girls’ school in the late 19th 
century, it closed in the 1950s, reopening as a co-educational neighborhood school. Over the 
years, Wadleigh continued to face threats of closure related to crumbling architecture, low test 
scores, and charter school encroachment. Beginning in the fall of 2016, it also became my 
polling location, an unfortunately memorable experience. The Wadleigh Collection in the 
renowned Schomburg archive stakes a claim to the school’s historical significance to protect 
against threats of closure. Digging through the collection, especially a box filled with decades of 
lesson plans, entrenches and implicates the visitor in a conflict over the school’s curriculum, 
respectability politics, and Black power. 
The Wadleigh Collection includes decades of lesson plans from Doris Brunson, a long-
time English teacher at Wadleigh. Although early lesson plans seemed quite formal, as time 
passed, informality crept into her planning. By the 1970s, Brunson used recycled pieces of paper 
to record aspects of her lesson planning. In one case, she pulled out a half sheet of paper from a 
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recycling bin to write the key for a sentence quiz. Through Brunson’s donation, the quiz key 
entered the collection and the archive. However, on the back of the quiz key, something else 
slipped into the archive. Brunson wrote the quiz key on the back of a Black Solidarity Day flyer 
written and dispersed by the President of the Parent Teacher Association, Minnie Eley, and the 
Principal, Elfreda Sandifer Wright. While much of the archive privileged a narrative of 
respectability at Wadleigh, the accidental inclusion of the Black Solidarity Day flyer pointed to 
an anarchive. But it also raised questions about the curriculum because much of the collection 
emphasized respectability, not Black power. From one perspective, Brunson’s lesson plans 
exemplified the curriculum that students received at Wadleigh. However, the Black Solidarity 
Day flyer also pointed to the broader curriculum—a “complicated conversation” (Pinar, 2012)—
at Wadleigh. The archive, by focusing on respectability, de-emphasized organizing around Black 
power. In the midst of 2016 and the refrain to listen to Black women, this intersectional, trans-
temporal contestation of curriculum hinted at the limits of counter archives and the insufficiency 
of a sound bite that relied on a mythical monolith. An archive, even a counter archive, 
simultaneously anarchives. Counter-archiving, then, becomes an unending process, tilting toward 
the anarchive of the excluded and experimenting with what archival traces might yet do. 
Finding Traces Everywhere 
While studying the anarchive, it seemingly appeared everywhere. Researchers often find 
connections, sometimes tangential, in their daily, thought taking off down blind alleyways 
looking for new routes. Literature reviews usually do not include these, too self-indulgent. 
Nonetheless they contributed to the project. The New Yorker’s Fiction podcast invites writers 
from The New Yorker to read aloud and discuss the work of other writers from The New Yorker. 
The authors take fiction from the archive, read it aloud, and discuss it with the long-time editor 
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on the podcast, creating a new event. In another podcast, How Did This Get Made?, two 
comedians and an actor watch poorly-reviewed movies and discuss, often in disbelief, the movie. 
Some movies prove difficult to find, but generate a cult following through the podcast. For 
discerning fans, the documentation (i.e., the podcast episode) never ‘captures’ the entirety of the 
live event. A surplus always escapes. While traveling through Montgomery, Alabama, the jars of 
dirt at The Legacy Museum, labeled with the names and dates associated with lynchings, recalled 
the limits of an archive. The dirt serving as an index to the lives lost and the impossibility of 
adequately recording the lynchings. An index to atrocities. Upon leaving the memorial in 
Montgomery, ducking into an air-conditioned gallery to find an artist’s exhibit that created art 
with antiques. Butch Anthony’s work repurposed antiques to create new pieces of artwork, a 
playful defacing of the artifacts. The archive served as a springboard. For an AERA pre-
conference seminar in San Antonio, watching a documentary, Rivers and Tides (Riedelsheimer, 
2001) about the ephemeral artwork of Andrew Goldsworthy sparked thoughts about sympathy 
for the event, working with fickle materials. After reading Foster’s (2004) comparison of Sam 
Durant and Robert Smithson, Smithson’s Partially Buried Woodshed project at Kent State 
demonstrated entropy, as the earth reclaimed an old woodshed. Shortly thereafter, Smithson’s 
installation became associated with the Kent State shootings, which occurred a few months later. 
The event and the archive. Through social media, Alexandra Bell’s Counternarratives series 
used newspaper archives and an editor’s accoutrements (e.g., pens, highlighters, etc.) to unpack 
the editorial decisions contributing to the perpetuation of dominant narratives. Pessimists Archive 
Podcast, a podcast on those who resisted technological advances (Feifer, 2017), described John 
Philip Sousa’s resistance to musical recordings. The recordings, Sousa argued, lacked the 
spontaneity of the performance. He warned that mothers might cease singing their babies to sleep 
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with sonorous recordings at the ready, negatively affecting their relationship. Finally, a fellow 
participant in SenseLab reading groups, Williams (2018) recounted the “tension between 
documentation and event” in his own rendition of Ben Patterson’s Variations for Double-Bass, 
itself an experiment with the limits of documented musical notation. 
However, while reading and thinking about the anarchive and anarchiving, two projects 
proved especially insightful: Foster (2004) and Threshold’s “Traces” issue. Foster highlighted 
the archival work of three artists: Thomas Hirschhorn, Tacita Dean, and Sam Durant, who found 
excess energy in the archives. Rather than construct an archive responsible for representation, 
Hirschhorn collaborated with local residents to construct a temporary, public event based on 
archived work. Based on “an enigmatic remnant” of a stowaway girl in an archive (p. 14), 
Dean’s work reminds that the archive is “sometimes melancholy, often vertiginous, [but] always 
incomplete” (p. 12). By using “good design” (e.g., IKEA furniture, Eames chairs, etc.), Durant 
frames “his archival materials as active, even unstable—open to eruptive returns and entropic 
collapses, stylistic repackagings and critical revisions” (p. 17). In a footnote, Foster (2004) 
wondered whether it might be more accurate to refer to the “archival impulse” as an “anarchival 
impulse,” citing Derrida (1994) (p. 5). These artists saw in the archives something more than 
order. They saw possibilities. Their work demonstrates both the archival absences of Derrida 
(1994) and the archival surplus-value of Massumi (2016). Thresholds (2018) is a “digital zine” 
dedicated to “generating provocative collisions of art and ideas.” Their second issue addressed 
the anarchive through Zielinski’s work at the intersection of art, science, and media. The 
“Traces” issue is “an exercise in collective reading” (“Traces,” 2018, p. 1) of Zielinski’s work, 
which required a “willingness to pick up the scent and follow it wherever it leads” (p. 1), 
following the traces of “lost, forgotten, and failed technologies” (p. 1). Zielinski (2015) defines 
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anarchives as “a complementary opposite” (p. 121) of archives. For Zielinski, anarchives are 
active, elide leadership claims, reject claims to direction or origin, “indulge in waste,” and “offer 
presents” (p. 122). In treating Zielinski’s work as a springboard (Massumi, 2016), the “Traces” 
issue embraces anarchives. 
Theoretical Attunement 
Literature reviews often exclude theoretical readings because they exceed the unity of 
science and generally lack objectivity and verifiability. Instead, this section includes some of the 
most important theoretical perspectives for this study because they provide a sense of where 
thinking with anarchives began. These theoretical perspectives folded into the study through 
coursework, conferences, reading groups, and other texts. This section addresses new 
materialism, post qualitative research, and process philosophy. Though these theoretical 
perspectives proved integral in thinking anarchives, as the study progressed some proved 
untenable, too dissonant. While post qualitative research related to archives differently than 
anarchiving, new materialism did not quite fit with Whitehead’s process philosophy, especially 
warnings about the bifurcation of nature (Manning, 2016). Process philosophy proved central to 
readings with the SenseLab and SenseLab writings about anarchives. 
In considering the implications of new materialism in education, Snaza et al. (2016) 
identify four principles of new materialism. First, new materialism understands matter as agentic, 
glowing traces with surplus energy (Bennett, 2010; Latour, 2007). For example, Bennett (2011) 
describes how the surplus energy of objects mesmerizes hoarders, leaving them swamped with 
stuff. Second, new materialism proposes a more careful engagement with the physical and life 
sciences. Too often social sciences, pursuing a ‘unity of science,’ rely on antiquated conceptions 
of science or conceptions from an imagined physical science. Third, new materialism, especially 
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as espoused by Barad (2007) and Haraway (1991), blurs the inside and outside binary that 
undergirds the objectivity of logical empiricism. Fourth, new materialism proposes attending to 
the materialities beyond representation. While representation makes archiving easier, the 
anarchive includes aspects that exceed representation. New materialism troubles common sense 
anthropocentrism. However, the bifurcation of nature (Manning, 2016) risks throwing out the 
conceptual with representation, instead of appreciating how the conceptual and the material 
intertwine like a Möbius strip. 
In the midst of the increasingly constrained qualitative research field, researchers oriented 
toward “the posts” (St. Pierre, 2012) found more and more elements of positivist research 
creeping into qualitative research (e.g., mixed methods, generalizability, etc.). After nearly a 
decade of No Child Left Behind, St. Pierre (2012) proposed “post qualitative research,” placing 
“qualitative research” under erasure. Not only did St. Pierre challenge researchers oriented 
toward “the posts” to think about what might come after “qualitative research,” she asked them 
to consider what different approaches to inquiry might open up without the constraints of 
qualitative research. While this venture risked working outside the legitimizing confines of 
qualitative research, it opened up space for different approaches to inquiry. Post qualitative 
research, allowed the concept of the anarchive to ripple through the research methodology. 
However, post qualitative research seemed to suggest a particular relationship with archives. 
While conventional qualitative research adhered to the archives, post qualitative research turned 
away from the archive. Anarchiving, especially the variant informed by process philosophy, 
involves sympathy and intuition with archives. Rather than turning away, anarchiving requires a 
close engagement with archival traces. 
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While reading with the SenseLab, especially Whitehead (1967a, 1979), James (1904), 
Bergson (1950), Deleuze (1997), and Deleuze and Guattari (1987), process philosophy became 
central. Whitehead (1979) refers to Heraclitus in succinctly summing up process philosophy, 
“All things flow” (p. 208). Heraclitus’ argued that one cannot pass through the same river twice 
because the river changes, as does the passerby. Rather than a stable or static ontology, process 
philosophy involves a world in flux. Process philosophy proves necessary for understanding 
Massumi’s (2016) anarchive because thinking with process philosophy reveals an archive that is 
not quite as stable as it appears. It always leaves stuff out and changes as the assemblages around 
it change. Its surplus value serves as the springboard for new events. Process philosophy informs 
the work emerging from the SenseLab. The reading groups work on the assumption of process 
philosophy. In this sense, books are not mere representations of thought but entities in the 
process of becoming. Propositions about those books create “a lure for feeling” (Whitehead, 
1979, p. 25). These propositions and the feelings they generate create new events. To return to 
the river, the proposition “Caesar crossed the Rubicon,” is a lure for feeling that affects “Caesar” 
and the “Rubicon” (Whitehead, 1979, p. 196). Process philosophy also informs research creation, 
integral to the SenseLab. Research creation derives from Whitehead’s speculative project. Static 
philosophies explained by static notions of language always leave something out because 
everything flows and language is not transmission. It is creative expression. As such, 
Whitehead’s speculative scheme and research creation engage in speculative projects to open 
researchers to new experiences and new ways of knowing the world as the knower and known 
constantly emerge together.  
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What Concepts Can Do at the Intersections 
The anarchive is a relatively new concept, but several authors address the connections 
between the anarchive and curriculum and pedagogy. While reviewing this literature, these 
concepts behave differently in these intersections. “A concept is a brick. It can be used to build 
the courthouse of reason. Or it can be thrown through a window” (Deleuze & Guattari, 1987, p. 
xii-iii). With different assemblages involved, the concepts do different things. Given the small 
but growing literature addressing the relationship between these concepts, the following sections 
consider how this literature conceptualizes curriculum, pedagogy, and anarchives, or what these 
concepts do. 
Conceptions of curriculum. This section explores what curriculum does in the emerging 
literature at the intersection of curriculum and anarchive, addressing three different texts from a 
self-published book on anarchiving from the SenseLab (Murphie, 2016), before shifting to a 
study of “living texts” (Phillips & Willis, 2014). The Go-To How To Book of Anarchiving 
(Murphie, 2016) dedicates an entire section to “anarchiving the curriculum.” The section opens 
with a quotation from Whitehead, “[k]nowledge does not keep any better than fish” (p. 54), a 
warning for formal, archived curricula. However, the subsection title and opening quotation 
already set forth a conceptualization of curriculum. Curriculum is an inert object of anarchiving, 
not an active agent involved in anarchiving. Within the section, four different authors also 
conceptualize curriculum in brief responses on the theme of “anarchiving the curriculum.” The 
next two paragraphs consider the work of authors (Brunner, 2016; Scliar, 2016) who contributed 
curriculum-oriented work to Murphie’s (2016) edited volume on anarchiving. 
Brunner (2016) reflects on a teaching experience in which he manipulated a “loophole” 
in the university’s seminar policies in order to engage students in “fugitive planning” in pursuit 
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of “collective adventures in reading” (p. 58). As the author served as a “teacher”—quotation 
marks to distance from the formal role—for a group of students interested in reading together. 
The group met outside of the traditional classroom, rejected strict meeting times, and read texts 
that shifted toward “more diverse, less white, less male, less of the old dude from the West style” 
(p. 59). Through this process, the group found study (Moten & Harney, 2013) “subsisting 
beneath the school model of learning” (Brunner, 2016, p. 60). The author conceptualizes 
curriculum as a structure or framework getting in the way of creativity. Brunner and his group 
intervene “into the structure of curriculum, through a loophole in the system” (p. 58), “moving 
out of the framework of the curriculum of an art school” (p. 59).  
Scliar (2016) reflects on her experimentation with formative assessment in her dance 
classroom, offering a feedback technique for performative or ephemeral work. During midterms, 
students routinely shared their project ideas or “seeds.” However, as most students relied on 
improvisation, they often abandoned these seeds for new ideas in the final. This defeated the 
purpose of the feedback for the Scliar. She provides detailed procedures for an evaluative event, 
informed by conceptual speed dating (Massumi, 2017), in which audiences assemble in the four 
corners of the classroom. The students perform their “seed” twice in each corner. Afterward, 
students and the teacher provide anonymous feedback to each student, forcing the student to 
make sense of and decisions about their own work. In this discussion of an experimental 
evaluation technique, Scliar (2016) rarely mentions curriculum. She does, however, describe 
scenarios in which students “are invited (or obliged by the institutional curriculum) to share a 
creative process in its developmental stage” (p. 63). In doing so, Scliar conceptualizes 
curriculum as the mechanism through which the institution requires students to perform 
particular actions.  
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Moving away from the SenseLab, in Phillips and Willis (2014), the authors use the 
concept of the anarchive to conceptualize their “living texts” in an age of standardization. 
According to the authors, a “living text” coexists with other texts, interrelates, and constantly 
unfolds “processes of creation (generative)” (p. 76). These “living texts” involve “encounters 
that offer meaning-making that is fluid, interactive, and changing” (p. 76). In this study, the 
authors investigate how these ideas unfolded in two different contexts: a community arts project 
for children and a “multiliteracies project” in a high school. In referring to curriculum, the 
authors depict a formal curriculum. The authors describe a “purposefully connected curriculum” 
(p. 76), “a national curriculum” (p. 77), “Australian Curriculum: English” (p. 77), “Curriculum 
to Classroom (C2C) prescriptive resources” (p. 77), excluding parents from “curriculum 
planning and enactment” (p. 86), a teacher enjoying “flexibility” in curriculum development  
(p. 86), the threat of a “narrowed” curriculum, and “any pre-determined mandated body of 
curriculum” (p. 91). With all these references to fixed, formal curricula, the authors construct 
curriculum as a static foil for anarchival living texts. 
Compared to more established concepts in curriculum studies, relatively few consider 
curriculum as it relates to the anarchive. The literature generally describes curriculum as an 
albatross or an archive from which to escape. These descriptions of curriculum resonate with the 
analogy of curriculum as archive discussed in the previous chapter. 
Conceptions of pedagogy. Texts at the intersection of pedagogy and anarchives address 
pedagogy in different ways. Some seem to address pedagogy, without using the concept 
explicitly (Brunner, 2016; Murphie, 2016; Scliar, 2016). Of these, each position the wily teacher 
as a creative agent working against mechanisms of control. Some authors describe pedagogy as 
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working against the curriculum (Farrell, 2016; Scliar, 2016). Authors at this intersection 
conceptualize pedagogy as an act against institutions of learning (Massumi, 2017; Scliar, 2016). 
While Murphie (2016), Brunner (2016), and Scliar (2016) do not use pedagogy, 
nonetheless, they seem to be addressing the concept. Murphie (2016) critiques the use of 
rationalist learning objectives based on Bloom’s taxonomy as “archiving education” (p. 56) and 
wonders about alternatives: “[c]ould we simply do without models, at least some of the time? We 
would lose some forms of management, many forms of control, certainly most measures and 
rankings, but what would be gained?” (p. 56). Murphie may not mention pedagogy, but he does 
position a teacher as a potential interrupter of rationalist models of education. Hoping for 
moments of wily teaching to emerge, Murphie suggests, “subtract what you ‘know’ about 
learning, about education, about minds, about behaviours, about how things need to happen. 
Even if just for a moment” (p. 57). Brunner (2016), working “beneath the curriculum,” describes 
serving as a “teacher” of a seminar that embraced study by becoming “a series of collective 
reading sessions” (p. 59), sharing the invitation publicly, removing the university logo. Brunner 
recalls a shift away from dominant perspectives and a relaxing of roles, “we let go of the 
compass of good conduct” (p. 59). Uncomfortable even taking up the title of “teacher,” Brunner 
still seems to engage in a wily pedagogy. Scliar (2016), in outlining her feedback strategy, offers 
a pedagogical process that facilitates creative work amidst institutional constraints. 
However, a wily teacher might need an opponent, against whom they must struggle. 
Some authors at this intersection conceptualize pedagogy as working against curriculum, a 
formal curriculum. As already described, Brunner (2016) mentions finding a loophole that 
allowed a break with the “structure of the curriculum.” Later, he recalls the “moving out of the 
framework of the curriculum” and how moving the group off campus helped “to leave the 
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obligations of a school logic of learning” (p. 59). In a passage called “Anarchiving the 
Curriculum,” Farrell (2016) discusses “anarchival pedagogies” that “operate at the limits of 
expression” (p. 61), offering close readings and transduction as examples of pedagogies that 
anarchive the curriculum and “empower” students. Likewise, Scliar (2016), who shared a 
procedure for performance feedback, shares her strategy for those “obliged by the institutional 
curriculum” (p. 63). 
Others employ pedagogy against the institution of learning. Scliar (2016), for example, 
mentions the “institutional curriculum” as a constraint. In describing “radical pedagogy,” 
Massumi (2017) sets it apart from “mere learning, and the way the modes of learning dominant 
in our institutions that misconstrue the Object of thought-expression for an object of knowledge 
to be acquired by an individual subject. […] Radical pedagogy operates in the gaps in 
knowledge” (p. 139). However, Massumi (2017) seems to position radical pedagogy against 
more than just an institution. Rather than merely concerned with an institution, Massumi’s 
radical pedagogy evokes a different style of thought. Massumi argues that “a radical pedagogy is 
a collective-seeking that honors the autonomy of expression and tends to intense impersonality, 
experimenting with very precise speculative-pragmatic techniques for staging it and caring for its 
process” (p. 139). Radical pedagogy involves collective thought that generates expressions that 
stand beyond an author. Radical pedagogy, then, entails the refining of techniques for this 
particular type of collective thought. 
Authors exploring the intersection of pedagogy and the anarchive conceptualize 
pedagogy in different ways. Some, particularly those outside the field of curriculum studies, 
frame pedagogy as an individual act of creative facilitation, through which a wily teacher refuses 
to comply with rational models (Murphie, 2016), navigates loopholes in bureaucracy (Brunner, 
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2016), devises new teaching methods (Scliar, 2016), or creates new strategies to “empower” 
students (Farrell, 2016). These authors conceptualize pedagogy as working against formal 
structures: archives, archived curriculum, or institutions. Though he also mentions the constraints 
of institutions, Massumi (2017) seems to move beyond opposition to institutions to focus on 
different styles of thought opened up by radical pedagogy. At the moment, the intersection of 
anarchival pedagogy seems to privilege human actors creatively working against institutional 
constraints.   
Conceptions of anarchive. While curriculum and pedagogy, like any concept, do 
different things in recent studies, these studies also use the anarchive in different ways. 
Springgay and Truman (2018) explore walking methodologies as innovative approaches to 
research. In one particular chapter, “To the landless,” the authors propose walking as an 
anarchival practice, drawing on two examples: Dylan Miner’s To the Landless and Walis 
Johnson’s The Red Line Archive and Labyrinth. Springgay and Truman explain how “[w]alking 
as ‘anarchiving’ attends to the undocumented, affective, and fragmented compositions that tell 
stories about ‘a past that is not past but is the present and an imagined future” (p. 100). Miner’s 
To the Landless asked participants to join a walk to the home of Lucy Parsons. During the walk, 
participants took turns reading passages from Parsons and Emma Goldman, prominent 
anarchists. In the Red Line project, Johnson engages passersby in Brooklyn with Red Line maps 
from the 1930s and a ‘cabinet of curiosities’ filled with ephemera from her own home in the 
neighborhood. According to Springgay and Truman, both projects “engage with counter or 
‘anarchival’ practices that rely on fragments of memories, oral stories, songs, marginal 
ephemera, and affects and emotions” (p. 107). The authors suggest that these “counter-archives 
(anarchives)” might be a type of “solidarity work” (p. 108). According to Springgay and 
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Truman, counter-archives “cannot simply be added to existing dominant archives” (p. 108). 
Harkening to Massumi’s definition, the authors argue that anarchives, unlike archives, “are 
activities that resist mere documentation” (p. 107). Springgay and Truman explain that 
“anarchiving means approaching matter from new perspectives that may be incongruent with 
conventional archiving practices, in order to activate erased, neglected, and hidden histories”  
(p. 107). 
Others frame the archive as in opposition to the anarchive. Phillips and Willis (2014) 
position living texts as anarchival, “that is, against (ana) archive” (p. 79). Later, drawing on 
Lessard (2009), the authors describe the anarchive as a synthesis of “anarchy and archive” (p. 
79). Like living texts, the authors explain that the anarchive defies “being captured” (p. 80). Like 
Phillips and Willis (2014), Murphie (2016)—in his analysis of Bloom’s Taxonomy—also seems 
to set the anarchive against the archive. Murphie describes how “Bloom’s Taxonomy was a new 
way of archiving education” (p. 56). Having emphatically associated Bloom with the archival, 
Murphie describes how learning objectives, which he associates with Bloom, frame education as 
a “controlled process” with “inputs, smooth symbolic processings of those inputs, and clear 
outputs. Just as in a computer” (p. 56). Along these lines, archives rely on preconceived models, 
while anarchiving embraces a more emergent perspective. 
Others focus on anarchiving as an act or process, especially texts from the SenseLab. 
While an anarchive might suggest an inert object, these texts use anarchiving to emphasize 
event-ness and novelty. According to Massumi (2016), the anarchive is “never contained in an 
object” because of “compositional forces seeking a new taking-form” (p. 7). In this sense, the 
anarchive is too anarchic for an archive, bound up in the creative advance (Whitehead, 1979). As 
a result, the contributing authors in Murphie (2016) often frame the anarchive as an act. For 
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example, Farrell (2016) describes “[b]ringing the anarchive into the classroom [to expand] the 
accessibility of the course content for diverse learning abilities” (p. 61). While focusing on 
anarchiving may remind readers of the flux involved, it may also encourage a focus on a person-
centered conceptualization of anarchiving that renders the archive a stagnant foil.  
Massumi (2017) described the anarchive in a slightly different manner, but he also 
discusses the proliferation of uses.  
     There’s a term that’s become popular that I like a lot: the ‘anarchive’. There are a lot 
of definitions of it. I tend to think of it as an archive of events: an archive that stores only 
in order to hold an eventful coming-again in research, that holds in store for reactivation 
and variation, not to preserve. (p. 97-98) 
 
“An archive of events” might be an archive that contains different events or an archive 
dedicated to creating events. Massumi seems to indicate the latter when he explains that the 
anarchive does not preserve but reactivates. In a memoir published under the SenseLab’s imprint 
at Punctum Books, Singh (2018) considers the body as an archive, which complicates the 
discussion of the anarchive. In a section named “The Ghost Archive,” she describes the 
anarchive as the “future archive” or the “archive of alterity” (p. 113). First, the act of 
anarchiving, which attunes with the anarchive, may result in an archive in the future. Something 
anarchival might become archival. Second, that anarchive as the “archive of alterity” relates to 
that which exceeds the archive. The alterity of the archive exceeds the archive. Any archive 
constitutes its meaning by maintaining an alterity. 
These varying perspectives on archives and anarchives reiterate Massumi’s (2017) point, 
“[t]here are a lot of definitions” (p. 97). In fact, part of the desire to settle on one definition 
resonates with Derrida’s (1994) “archive fever.” After all, a simple definition would make the 
anarchive, as a concept, much easier to archive. Given these varied definitions, some concerns 
remain. First, framing the anarchive as “against” or “counter” to the archive oversimplifies the 
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phenomenon by focusing on comparison. However, a counter archive is an actual archive with its 
own anarchive. Archives found themselves on forgetting (Derrida, 1994), conflating anarchives 
and counter archives risks forgetting this forgetfulness at the center of archives. Second, the 
SenseLab’s tendency to frame anarchiving as an act, though it emphasizes flux, runs the risk of 
privileging human actors. In these cases, it seems to suggest that the anarchive might not exist in 
the classroom until a human actor, or wily teacher, brings the anarchive into the classroom. 
Rather than an act, this study considers anarchiving to be a process of caring for, intuiting, and 
sympathizing with the ongoing, eventful anarchiving always, already in process.  
Implications of prior research for the study. Of the work exploring the connections 
between the anarchive, anarchiving, curriculum, and pedagogy, some patterns begin to emerge. 
In this emerging field, much of the work comes from SenseLab collaborators (Brunner, 2016; 
Farrell, 2016; Manning, 2020; Massumi, 2017; Murphie, 2016; Scliar, 2016; Singh, 2018). As a 
result, many of the texts addressing this connection take up a speculative approach to research. 
This resonates with the idea of anarchiving. Perhaps as a result, many of the authors use what 
might be described in educational research as “self-study.” These authors engage in a study of 
their own classroom or teaching practices (Brunner, 2016; Farrell, 2016; Massumi, 2017; Scliar, 
2016). While exploring the connections with curriculum and pedagogy, many of these authors 
seem disconnected from conversations in curriculum studies and educational research in general, 
with the exception being Springgay and Truman (2017, 2018) and Phillips and Willis (2014). As 
a result, much of the research in this area espouses a narrow, common sense conception of 
curriculum, in which the formal curriculum stands in for the archive, serving as an archival foil 
for anarchiving. The previous chapter discussed the tendency to rely on a simple analogy of 
“curriculum as archive.” This seems to fit with much of the work disconnected from the field of 
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curriculum studies. Admittedly, the reconceptualized notion of curriculum makes for a complex 
relationship with the archive and the anarchive, but the concepts deserve more than comparison. 
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Chapter III – Methodology 
Chapter II described the theoretical framework, the happenstance stumbling upon the 
topic, the traces that began appearing around every corner, theoretical readings that made this 
topic thinkable, new perspectives on the anarchive, and research literature addressing 
anarchiving curriculum and anarchival pedagogy. Chapter III lays out the methodology for the 
study. The chapter begins with an overview of the methods: the research questions, a map, pilot 
studies, the research openings, and speculative ethnography. Next, it explains the general data 
generation approaches at each research opening before going into a detailed description of data 
generation techniques, both ethnographic and speculative. After reviewing the research timeline, 
the chapter concludes with ethical deliberations for each research opening and anarchiving in 
general. Beginning with anarchival controversies, the purpose of this study is to explore the 
construction of archives and consider what anarchiving does.  
Table 1. Research Questions and Techniques 
Research Question Data Generation Technique 
1. How does materiality (i.e., materials, knowledge, 
events) construct (an)archives differently? 
Ethnography 
a. What else might an (an)archive do? Speculative practice 
b. What does anarchiving do? Ethnography 
Speculative practice 
2. How do anarchives and anarchiving affect the 







Figure 1. Assemblage Mapping 
 
(Seth McCall, 2021). 
This map includes three research openings that served as entries for this study, marking 
Harlem, Montreal, and London. Humble and inadequate as this map may be, “it is entirely 
oriented toward an experimentation in contact with the real,” (Deleuze & Guattari, 1987, p. 12). 
It may not recreate or represent the “real,” but, as a map, it is “part of the rhizome,” “open and 
connectable in all its dimensions; it is detachable, reversible, susceptible to constant 
modification” (p. 12). According to Deleuze and Guattari, “[a] map has multiple entryways, as 
opposed to the tracing, which always comes back ‘to the same.’ The map has to do with 
performance, whereas the tracing always involves an alleged ‘competence’” (p. 12-13). A mere 
tracing or representation of Harlem, London, and Montreal would be inappropriate. While Swing 
Low: Harriet Tubman Memorial stands in Harlem, much of the controversy spread throughout 
the world via social media posts. With Cambridge Analytica, the name implies Cambridge. 
However, the organization merely used the cultural cache of “Cambridge” to enlist international 
investors, pillage Facebook archives, and conduct propaganda campaigns all over the world 
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(Cadwalladr & Graham-Harrison, 2018). Finally, Montreal may figure prominently in narratives 
about the SenseLab, but its network of participants spread across multiple continents through 
events and their affects. Instead, the map introduces these controversies, putting the reader “in 
contact with the real” without claiming to represent it.  
Pilot Studies 
The next few paragraphs discuss three pilot studies that preceded this study. These 
studies helped to refine the topic and experiment with techniques for data generation. The germ 
of this study began with a project emerging from a traditional archive, the Schomburg Center for 
Research in Black Culture. The project involved the archive’s Wadleigh Collection and 
culminated in the creation of a digital exhibit, “Narrative of a Crisis.” This project read along the 
archival grain (Stoler, 2010), until it came across an accident: documents inadvertently archived. 
These accidents indexed an anarchive (Derrida, 1994), an ongoing temporal power struggle 
(Trouillot, 2001) largely marginalized in the counter-archive. The digital exhibit revolved around 
these archival traces brimming with surplus-value (Massumi, 2016), especially the Black 
Solidarity Day flyer from 1976. That project coincided with an ethnography at the intersection of 
Frederick Douglass Boulevard, Saint Nicholas Avenue, and 121st Street in Harlem, the 
intersection that includes Swing Low. Inspired by De Certeau’s (2013) strategy and tactics, “A 
Complex Intersection in Harlem” used participant observation, field notes, and researcher 
journal. The project considered how forces around the intersection strategically attempted to 
impose an order on the intersection, but those navigating the intersection tactically created their 
own order in situ. In the spring of 2018, the Black Paint Curriculum Lab at Teachers College, 
Columbia University, collaboratively planned and participated in a walking tour of Harlem. The 
walking tour highlighted the Tubman memorial and retraced the areas described by Stoller 
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(1997) in his sensuous ethnography studying the heavy-handed police crackdowns on the 
informal markets of 125th Street at the beginning of the Giuliani administration in 1994. Each of 
these pilot studies informed the current study. While “Traces of a Crisis” provided an 
introduction to traditional archives and the anarchive beyond it, that study lacked ethnographic 
and speculative elements. “A Complex Intersection in Harlem” engaged in ethnographic 
fieldwork, generating an archive of scratch notes, field notes, interviews transcripts, photographs, 
and videos. However, that ethnography relied on fairly conventional ethnographic methods, 
leaving the logic of extraction and proceduralism largely unexamined. The collaborative walking 
projects engaged with speculative practice, creating new processes and new forms of knowledge 
(Manning, 2016). These pilot studies, the surprises, the limitations, and the experiences, 
informed the methods for this study. 
Research Openings 
Rather than describing these as sites, which resonates with a narrow conception of place, 
this study begins with research openings. Framing around sites can unduly tether and constrain 
inquiry. Openings, however, emphasize the speculative nature of things and this inquiry. Each 
opening offers a different type of archive: a memorial in a gentrifying neighborhood, 
proliferating social media archives, and an array of archives associated with a research-creation 
lab. None of these archives qualify as a traditional archive. In fact, historians and archivists 
might balk at the use of the term “archive.” However, modern archiving exceeds the traditional 
image of an archive. Following the Holocaust and the drive to remember that followed, archives 
changed as lines blurred between memory institutions like libraries and museums, creating 
different types of archives (Giannachi, 2016). Later, the same archive drive melded with 
technological advances to create infinite archives, which made archives the lens through which 
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people engage with the world around them, most evident in Chapter V. However, each archive 
varies in construction and access. Different events constitute these archives, opening up new 
processes of engagement and new possibilities for knowledge. The research openings bring 
together an array of different archives based on varying notions of what qualifies as an archive 
and the event that contribute to an archive. The following paragraphs justify each of the research 
openings. 
While Western conventions associate archives with written documentation bound up in 
representation and extraction, Swing Low comes from a different tradition. Designed by Alison 
Saar, the daughter of noted assemblage artist Betye Saar, the monument engages symbolism 
beyond representation and the accumulation common in African sculpture (Rubin, 1993). The 
monument is not a photorealistic representation of Tubman; the visitor might mistake her for 
another Black woman. Instead, it draws on symbols, notably around superhuman cyborgs and 
femininity to evoke feelings and thoughts about Tubman, and possibly Black women in general. 
Unlike traditional archives, the design invites pedestrians to touch and engage in haptic 
connections with the monument. These engagements result in the accumulation of experiences 
and, over time, changes in the chemical makeup of the cast bronze monument. An archive in the 
making. As a part of a larger spatial archive (Roberts, 2015), the memorial affects and is affected 
by the assemblages it plugs into its “immediately lived relations” (Massumi, 2011, p. 73). In 
doing so, it reiterates as story of Tubman, creating a pedagogical intervention into the curriculum 
of the city.  
The controversy around Cambridge Analytica and Facebook harkens to a dramatically 
different type of archive: the infinite archive of social media. Unlike traditional archives, which 
reserve coveted space within a climate-controlled facility, Facebook maintains their infinite 
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archive on massive servers, inviting citizen archivists (Giannachi, 2016) to continually expose 
themselves online (Harcourt, 2015) to generate new documents. In exchange, users receive for 
free access to friends, groups, events, and news. Citizen archivists engage in the work of an 
archivist as a dedicated amateur without remuneration. In Harcourt’s expository society, desire 
for connection drives individuals to expose themselves through social media, generating an 
infinite archive of “raw” material to exploit, a raw material more valuable than oil (Humby, 
2006). The proliferation of the infinite archive changes how individuals relate to the world, as 
filter bubbles personalize experience and digital doppelgängers predict desires. Infinite archives 
change the curriculum of life, in this case responsibilizing users for their curriculum.  
The SenseLab, and the process philosophy at its heart, offers a glimpse of archives in 
process. Not only does the SenseLab exemplify the “in process” character of the concept of the 
archive, they demonstrate the proliferation of archives that contributes to this “in process” effect. 
Creativity, the fear of losing it and the desire for capturing it (Manning, 2020), drives the 
proliferation of archives. The SenseLab is no exception with archives multiplying on Basecamp, 
Slack, Skype, and Patreon. However, these are not archives of preservation. They store for 
impending events. The creativity at the SenseLab revolves around creativity with archives 
through reading groups organized by participants, creating anarchival projects that breathe new 
life into archived texts. Of course, the speculative approach to reading generates tension with the 
rational-bureaucratic imperative of schooling, an archival dilemma.  
Speculative Ethnography and the Anarchive 
The anarchive slips outside the frame of archives. However, the drive to correct the 
record and fix the archive raises new concerns. First, the drive to archive the anarchive risks 
propagating an unfounded progress narrative. The progressive narrative assumes that adding 
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exhibits can “fix” an archive. Second, anarchiving risks aestheticizing the archive (Stoler, 2018). 
Every archive involves a promise (Derrida, 1994, p. 46) and a responsibility to a future (p. 27), a 
responsibility that merits care, sympathy, and intuition. Third, taking up the anarchive in 
educational discourses risks over-simplifying concepts like anarchive, archive, curriculum, and 
pedagogy through comparison. These concepts prove to be rhizomes in their own right, 
exceeding two-dimensional attempts at representation. Like rhizomes, each concept is “an 
acentered, nonhierarchical, non signifying system without a General and without an organizing 
memory or central automaton, defined solely by a circulation of states” (Deleuze & Guattari, 
1987, p. 21). Research on the anarchive commits to attuning to what is left out, the insensible, 
the virtual. While anarchiving may open up new possibilities, a valuable technique, it can also 
yield unanticipated results and spark fractious controversies. 
The anarchive is not a typical research topic It is unstable, lacks a definite definition, and 
ripples through the research methodology. In order to study it, the anarchive requires atypical 
techniques. Engaging in ethnography places the researcher in relation to events that include and 
exceed the mundane, generating an archive of field notes and an affective archive of glowing 
data (MacLure, 2013). However, becoming attuned to the anarchive through anarchiving requires 
a more speculative technique. The speculative practice of this study bears traces of the anarchival 
projects emerging from the SenseLab, especially their willingness to stay with uncertainty. 
Staying with uncertainty entails abandoning preconceived methods, pursuing the emergent 
possibilities of events, and generating new approaches to “thinking-making-doing” (Springgay & 
Truman, 2018). The speculative practices in this study involved fictocriticism, reading groups, 





Unlike conventional research that refers to data collection and analysis, this section refers 
to “data generation,” a minor edit emanating from two issues. First, like St. Pierre (2014), in this 
study, data collection and data analysis weave together to such an extent that it is difficult to 
differentiate the two. Second, “generation” emphasizes the researcher’s involvement in the data. 
Like St. Pierre (2012) and Springgay and Truman (2018), this study does not consider data to be 
some “brute fact” discovered out in “the field” and unproblematically extracted for this study. 
Rather than facts waiting to be discovered, this study follows the way “[s]omething throws itself 
together in a moment as an event and a sensation” (Stewart, 2007), which includes the researcher 
in that thrown-together-ness. The way something “throws itself together” makes all the 
difference. The next section describes the study’s general approach to ethnography and 
speculative practice at each of the research openings before going into details with each 
technique. 
Swing Low 
While daily encounters with the Swing Low: Harriet Tubman Memorial actually started 
in the summer of 2016, data generation included spending at least an hour each week standing, 
sitting, walking, and talking with pedestrians around the memorial. These visits to the memorial 
occurred at varying times and on different days of the week, which provided the flexibility to 
plan around inclement weather. However, visiting at different times offered an opportunity to 
experience different habits around the memorial, which contribute to the manner in which the 
memorial “throws itself together” (Stewart, 2007). Time, day, and weather affected what the 
memorial did. While at the intersection around the Tubman memorial, scratch notes in a 
notebook (Sanjek, 1990) documented the experience and a smartphone recorded photography, 
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audio, and video. These documents provided the basis for field notes, which resided in a Google 
Doc in an institutional Google Drive account in a password-protected computer. The study did 
not include any structured interviews and informal conversations were rare. When pedestrians 
did engage in informal conversation, their identities remained anonymous. Archival review 
around the memorial moved in two different directions: reviewing documents related to the 
construction of the memorial, a well-documented city project and reviewing the social media 
responses to the “pussyhat” on the memorial. My review social media focused on responses 
around “Black Twitter,” especially Eve Ewing, an educational researcher in Chicago who shared 
news about the controversy around the pink hat on Harriet Tubman. While ethnography helped 
to think about the construction of an archive, speculative practice helped to study the anarchival 
experiments around the memorial. Speculative practice included a walking tour of Harlem 
emphasizing the Tubman memorial, which provided an opportunity to think with others about 
the monument. In the spring of 2020, another walking tour followed a similar route with a 
smaller group of participants. For this walk, participants received modeling clay with which to 
work and drew a card from Brian Eno’s Oblique Strategies, a collection of cards designed to 
stimulate lateral thinking with musicians. Participants documented their experience through a 
WhatsApp thread and debriefed the process after the walk. Beyond the walking tour, visits to the 
memorial often culminated in the preservation of an object, usually a piece of trash or a plant 
pressing. These objects, imbued with sympathetic magic through contact with the memorial, 
were stored for future assemblage art. The fieldnotes created at the memorial became the basis 
for fictocriticism. Writing fictocriticism provided an opportunity to work through ideas and share 




The Cambridge Analytica legal proceedings hinge on the accessibility of the Facebook 
archives. Though largely abandoned following the 2016 Election and the fallout regarding 
Cambridge Analytica, this study entailed returning to spend at least one hour each week on 
Facebook. In the end, old habits returned, resulting in far more time on Facebook than initially 
anticipated. Time spent on Facebook included checking in, engaging with friends, joining and 
participating in groups, updating status, responding to news items and status updates from 
friends. Facebook considers all of this data and archives the minutia of these interactions. This 
research opening included no structured interviews, though informal conversations occurred 
while on Facebook. While participating on Facebook, fieldnotes documented the experience, 
though there were no scratch notes in this instance. Informant identities remained confidential. 
During these engagements, Facebook constructed its own archive. Facebook considers 
everything users do and many things they do not do on Facebook (i.e., time spent away) as data. 
After roughly six months of data generation, Facebook provided a downloadable archive for the 
account (Facebook, 2019). As for speculative practice, fictocriticism provided a mechanism to 
creatively pull together disparate thoughts into a novel togetherness and share with others for 
feedback. Facebook also provides a mechanism to document glowing (MacLure, 2013) posts: 
likes and reactions, comments, share, and save items. 
SenseLab 
Reading with the SenseLab included participating in two reading groups via Skype and, 
later, Zoom. One reading group, which consists of participants across the globe who meet 




(Deleuze & Guattari, 1987) before branching out into related texts. The main SenseLab reading 
group, which has been meeting for almost two decades, meets roughly monthly for two-hour 
sessions and focuses on various texts each semester. During the COVID-19 pandemic, this 
reading group shifted to weekly meetings, providing a welcome sense of togetherness in 
isolation. A relative newcomer to these groups often joins hesitant to speak, wrapped up in 
listening. As time passes, the newcomer takes on more of a vocal role, contributing to the 
collective (as discussed in Chapter VI). Skype sometimes interfered with active involvement in 
the larger group. During reading group, notes in the margins of books and fieldnotes in a Google 
Doc documented the experience. The identities of participants in the reading groups remain 
confidential, in many cases, given the nature of Skype, anonymous (further detailed later in this 
chapter). For archival review, which can be considered part of ethnography (Stoler, 2010; 
Trouillot, 2001), the SenseLab generates its own archive through Basecamp, Slack, Skype, and 
Patreon. Basecamp, a project management software, includes discussions, event announcements, 
and files (e.g., readings, audio recordings of events, and supplemental texts). Slack provides a 
collaborative space for participants to engage and plan events around different channels. Skype 
provides a chat archive for each reading group. Finally, Patreon, which the SenseLab operates on 
a gift economy, provides an additional gift to “fellow travelers” who donate to the SenseLab’s 
operating budget.  
Readings groups serve as a speculative practice, in that they entail “seeing where these 
[texts] may lead, […] balancing several books […] at the edge of the desk, on the wall of the 
studio, and wondering how else they might come together, and what, together, they might do” 
(Manning, 2016, p. 39). Reading groups, then, seek to engage with the following questions, 
“what can you do with this, what can it do to thought, to a thinking in action?” (Manning, 2015, 
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p. 64). In addition, marginalia, artifacts of speculative practice, contributed to the writing of 
Chapter VI. In some cases, these marginalia ended up in fictocriticism. 
Data Generation Techniques 
Having discussed the general practices employed at each of the research openings,  
this section describes some of the specific techniques employed in the project. While the 
ethnographic practices included fieldnotes and a researcher journal, the speculative practices 
included fictocriticism, reading groups, entangling others, and assemblage art. 
Ethnographic Practices 
The study included some conventional methods from ethnography, including fieldnotes 
and a researcher journal. Each research opening involved some engagement with fieldnotes, 
which ended up on a Google Doc. The memorial, given the vulnerability of being outside and the 
obtrusiveness of a computer, involved scratch notes (Sanjek, 1990) in a notebook. The other 
fieldnotes generally began in a Google Doc because Facebook and the reading groups occurred 
on a computer. The fieldnotes began with inscriptions in the moment before being refined into 
description after the fact (Clifford, 1990). The fieldnotes included observations, photography, 
video, drawings, initial interpretations (memos), and reflections. In the context of the SenseLab 
reading groups, these fieldnotes became entangled with the texts. Often these fieldnotes skewed 
toward understanding the text, which resulted in significant marginalia (see Chapter VI). 
Ethnographers typically consider fieldnotes to be “an accumulating written record of […] 
observations and experiences” (Emerson et al., 2011, p. 1), an archive. For this study, the 
fieldnotes provided documentation stored for future events, a seed project (Manning, 2020)  
for speculative practices. These fieldnotes became central to thinking and writing about each of 
these openings. Part of the writing practice for this study included maintaining a digital and 
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searchable researcher journal. The journal served as a laboratory for experimentation, a theater 
for trying out passages, and a gym for writing practice (Cameron, 2016). While it did not include 
the field notes, it did include mundane notes, initial drafts, and reflections. These texts included 
rumination on glowing data (MacLure, 2013). Beyond interpretive writing, it also included initial 
drafts outlines and drafts of fictocriticism. The writing and reviewing of draft fictocriticism 
provided a technique to get closer to field notes. 
Speculative Practices 
Given the study’s preoccupation with the anarchive, it could not stop with ethnographic 
techniques of an archival order. As a result, the study involved speculative practices, borrowing 
heavily from Whitehead’s (1979) speculative philosophy. Given the centrality of the anarchive, 
this study sought to experiment with archival traces. Fictocriticism provided a technique for 
experimenting with the substantial archive of fieldnotes. As previously discussed, fictocriticism 
mashes up fieldnotes, theory, and fiction. Fictocriticism provided a technique for dwelling on the 
moments of disconcertion (Taussig, 1993) and wonder (MacLure, 2013). Fictocriticism can be as 
simple as replacing the first person (e.g., “I”) statements in fieldnotes with third person 
statements (i.e., she, he). For Stewart (2017), this simple move allows for a closer engagement 
with fieldnotes, staying with the moments of disconcertion, magic, or glow. Timid pieces of 
fictocriticism stayed here. However, as the study progressed, the fictocriticism became bolder, 
often with “two previously unrelated ideas com[ing] together and make something new under the 
sun” (King, 2010, p. 37). Sometimes this led to surrealist stories like Randolph’s (2011)  
fictocriticism, stories that left the reader wondering how much was real. While fictionalizing 
helped to protect confidentiality of identifiable others (Ellis, 2016), Randolph (2011) argues that 
it is also “ethically fruitful” (para. 14), in that it leaves the reader to decide what to believe, 
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where to draw the line. Given the different variants of fictocriticism, the pieces in this study 
range the gamut from minor tweaks that allow close engagement with fieldnotes to bold 
assemblages that generate a range of affects and doubt for the reader. The following chapters use 
italics to set fictocriticism apart for the reader. 
If the world is in flux, as process philosophy suggests, then study requires speculative 
practice. When Harney and Moten (2013) describe speculative practice, they are “speaking about 
walking through study, and not just studying by walking with others. A speculative practice is 
study in movement [..] across bodies, across space, across things” (p. 118). Readings operate as 
speculative practice, specifically speculative pragmatism, which “takes as its starting point a 
rigor of experimentation” (Manning, 2016, p. 38). Speculative pragmatism, which guides the 
reading groups, “is also committed to what escapes the order, and interested in what this excess 
can do” (p. 38). In order to engage in close readings, the reading groups practice hypothetical 
sympathy, which “is neither reverence nor contempt” (Russell, 1996, p. 47, as cited in Massumi, 
2017, p. 117). Setting aside the critical faculties—momentarily—allows the reader to feel the 
consequences of the ideas (Manning, 2016; Massumi, 2017). However, as discussed in depth in 
Chapter VI, these reading groups bring together readers from diverse backgrounds with 
generative texts to create new events. Rather than focusing on orthodox readings, the reading 
groups generate a “collective head” that opens up complex, new readings beyond that of any 
individual reader. Every participant, no matter how novice, can add something to the collective 
head, even a question or a passage that resonated. 
After a long, entangling process of data generation, the world fell under a collective fever 
and the COVID-19 pandemic enforced isolation. It seemed like an opportune time to dis-
entangle and escape. Instead, this study invited others, invited them into the text, into the tangle. 
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Not to create an exit, but to entangle themselves and feel for more of the tangle. In recounting a 
collaborative reading and writing project, Truman (2016) considered the felt materiality and the 
emergent pedagogy of intratextuality. While inter-textuality compares different texts, intra-
textuality dwells within a text. Each participant in Truman’s project added another layer to the 
intratextual entanglement, vectors beginning with the text but shooting out in different directions. 
Like a combination of critical friends and Truman, this project invited others to begin with a 
draft of the study and get “intra-textually entangled” using their own chosen medium. Each 
reader read only one of the chapters, based on their interests. The chapter focused on Swing Low, 
went to a friend interested in historical methods and the learning spaces designed by prominent 
organizations in the Civil Rights Movement (i.e., The Black Panther Party and the Student 
Nonviolent Coordinating Committee). The chapter on Facebook went to a friend who thought 
critically about social media and specialized in critical digital storytelling with young immigrant 
children. The chapter on SenseLab went to a friend interested in the work of Erin Manning and 
Brian Massumi. While one stuck with marginalia, others engaged with the text through gifs and 
sketches. Perhaps because of their interests, each agreed to enter the tangle. Beyond these 
friends, the study sought to entangle others online by posting drafts of fictocriticism on Facebook 
and sharing a draft of Chapter VI on the SenseLab’s Slack channel. 
Based on empirical experiences with speculative practice and ethnography, the study 
included the collection of curiosities. Cabinets of curiosity “bear witness […] to collection as a  
form of inquiry [,] attuned both to classification and to wonder, system and secret” (MacLure, 
2013). Drawing on sympathetic magic (Taussig, 1993), these objects may be likenesses from an 
experience or something touched by the experience. Sympathetic magic does not capture the 
essence of some brute piece of data, but it does carry a connection to the event. In anarchiving 
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this “repertory of traces” (Massumi, 2016), the study turned to assemblage art, fueled by these 
curiosities. Alison Saar, the artist who created Swing Low, comes from an assemblage art 
tradition. Her mother, Betye Saar, a renowned assemblage artist collected everyday objects and 
placed them in novel assemblages to create art. Their work informed the use of this technique, 
not some hidden artistic talent. In this study, rather than a mechanism to create masterful and 
valuable works of art, creating assemblage art provided a mechanism to engage in anarchiving, 
store the objects for events to come, and generate thought. 
Research Timeline 
Revision and soliciting of feedback on the draft dissertation proposal occurred during the 
fall of 2018. In the spring of 2019, a course, dissertation seminar helped refine the proposal for 
the defense in May of that year. Data generation occurred between May 2019 and December 
2019. After this formal data generation, informal data generation continued, sporadically on 
Facebook and intensely with the SenseLab. A move in January 2020 ended daily visits to the 
Tubman memorial, and a move to Detroit in June 2020 ended, even sporadic, visits. In January 
2020, the study shifted its focus to writing, a different type of data generation. The dissertation 




Table 2. Research Timeline 
Time Research Activities 
Spring 2019 May 13, 2019: Propose dissertation 
Summer 2019 June 5, 2020: Begin field work 
Fall 2019 December 2019: Conclude six months of field work 
December 2019: Curriculum walk 
Spring 2020 January 2020: Move to 135th Street in Harlem 
February 2020: “Walking with Harlem” with Black Paint 
March 2020: “Anarchiving Facebook Data” Workshop  
March 2020: “Swing Low: Walking with Unruly Assemblages” 
May 22, 2020: Discuss draft with Committee and begin revisions 
Summer 2020 June 4, 2020: Move to Detroit 
June 15, 2020: Meet with Erin Manning 
July-October 2020: Intra-textually Entangling Others 
Fall 2020 Revising dissertation 
Spring 2021 January 2021: Share dissertation with committee 
March 2021: Defend dissertation 
 
Ethical Deliberations 
Ethics shoots through the entire study because the anarchive calls into question 
inheritance, a good reason to foreground ethics when addressing anarchiving (Springgay et al., 
2019). When it comes to archives, Derrida (1994) argued that there can be no inheritance without 
responsibility. Rather than a given, inheritance is an ongoing question about what matters 
(Barad, 2010; Derrida, 1994). Speaking on ethics, Barad (2012) describes response-ability as “a 
matter of the ability to respond. Listening for the response of the other and an obligation to be 
responsive to the other” (2012, para. 37). This type of response-ability is not about making the 
“right decisions” (Barad, 2012, para. 37). Response-ability involves justice, not just law. If law 
were enough, the study could merely dutifully follow specific ethical guidelines. Justice involves 
inheritance, responsibility, and learning to live with specters (Derrida, 2006), the Other, and what 
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is no longer or not yet present (Derrida, 1994). Research often begins with an Institutional 
Review Board (IRB). After a brief summary of interactions with the IRB, the following sections 
review inherited principles from the American Anthropological Association (AAA), guiding 
principles from the Association of Internet Researchers (AoIR), and literature from the field of 
autoethnography. Finally, this section concludes by considering the ethics of anarchiving, in 
general. 
Interactions with the IRB 
After consultation and review, the institutional review board determined that this study 
was exempt from committee review. In reviewing the Swing Low components, the IRB 
considered the memorial to be a public setting. The proposal included no interviews. When it 
came to Swing Low, the IRB focused on the walking tour. In recruitment materials and again 
immediately before the walk, the IRB suggested that the researcher should clarify that this is part 
of research, there is no obligation to participate, and the participants can opt out at any time. The 
IRB granted a full waiver of informed consent because that would be the sole record linking the 
participant to the research and the research presented minimal risk for participants. In reviewing 
the Facebook components, the study focused on the researcher’s own Facebook archive. 
However, the self means little without the other. Again, the IRB focused on the speculative 
workshop, a portion of the study minimize with the onset of COVID-19. The IRB granted a full 
waiver of informed consent because that would be the sole record linking the participants to the 
study and the research presented minimal risk for participants. In reviewing the SenseLab 
components, the IRB started by recommending verbal consent. However, this presented some 
challenges. Verbal consent would interrupt the reading group, substantially changing the 
experience. In addition, reading groups often only included audio. As a result, many participants 
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were unidentifiable. At this point, the IRB suggested going through the “coordinator” of the 
reading group. Then, after discussing the archiving of audio recordings, the IRB advised that it 
qualified as archival research that would not require a consent form. The IRB did indicate that it 
would still be prudent to check with the “coordinators” of the reading groups. The IRB granted a 
full waiver of informed consent because the research presented minimal risk, could not be 
practicably carried out without the waiver, would not adversely affect the rights and welfare of 
participants, and the researcher would provide additional information about the research. Still, 
the IRB is necessary but insufficient. As the result, the study turned to professional organizations 
(AAA and AoIR), research literature related to the ethics of autoethnography, and participants in 
the study. 
Swing Low 
Rather than a final arbiter, Institutional Review Boards and ethical guidelines created by 
professional organizations provide an opening for ethical deliberations in research. In 
deliberating on the work around the Swing Low memorial, the study turned to the American 
Anthropological Association’s Principles of Professional Responsibility. Do not harm. At the 
memorial, anxieties often bubbled up around this injunction, leading to worries about getting in 
the way of photographs, impeding pedestrians, or damaging plants with leaf cuttings. Then, there 
were times where “do not harm” seemed insufficient, a discomfort that fits into a long-standing 
debate in anthropology (Crapanzano, 1995; Kuper, 1995; Nader, 1995; Ong, 1995; Scheper-
Hughes, 1995). These discomforts often slipped into rumination on trash and beautification of 
the memorial. However, these ruminations gave way to doubts about what seemed to be a 
straightforward benefit. “How come you think you know what’s best?” (Nader, 1995, p. 426). 
This is different from, but related to, concerns about developing an exploitative relationship with 
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the memorial, which is addressed later. Be open and honest regarding your work. The IRB 
process involved preparing a statement to explain to others the details of the study. Though 
prepared, the explanation often came out garbled and abbreviated. However, pedestrians rarely 
asked or stayed long enough for a detailed explanation. Obtain informed consent and necessary 
permissions. As a “fully public space,” this study was “not subject to prior consent” (American 
Anthropological Association, 2012). The study did not involve obtaining consent from any 
pedestrians because collecting consent forms would preclude anonymity and affect participant 
behavior. Names never came up in conversation. As a result, pedestrians remained anonymous. 
Weigh competing ethical obligations, due to collaborator and affected parties. In conducting this 
study, Black women, in particular, seem to be an affected party because Swing Low, at the time, 
was one of the only monuments in New York dedicated to a Black woman. In working through 
complex feelings related to my ethical obligations as a white man living in Harlem and studying 
a prominent monument dedicated to a Black woman, the study relied on Black feminist thought 
(Collins, 2014). As a result, the study embraced a processual stance of “figuring it out,” while 
looking for ways to materially benefit the memorial (Collins, 2014). Make your results 
accessible. Moving from Harlem to Detroit in June 2020 complicated the study’s approach to 
this principle. Over the summer of 2020, the study generated a draft op-ed addressing developing 
thoughts on Swing Low, what makes it unique as a monument, and what it offers to current 
debates on the removal of white supremacist monuments. After the defense, the op-ed will be 
revised and submitted for publication in a local newspaper. Protect and preserve your records. 
Notebooks used for scratch notes are kept in a double-locked, secure location. Typed up 
fieldnotes are kept on a password-protected computer in a password-protected Google Drive 
folder under an institution-provided account. Maintain respectful and ethical professional 
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relationships. In an effort to meet this principle, the research took on several different roles at the 
memorial. These roles ranged from simply smiling at or talking with other pedestrians to getting 
out of the way, taking photographs, or acting as an impromptu guide. 
Facebook 
Given the easy extractability and highly-valuable raw material, ethics often take a back 
seat in internet research. There are, however, ethical tensions inherent in this type of research 
involving the “human subject” model, the public/private binary, and the relationship between 
data and personhood (Markham & Buchanan, 2012). To begin with, internet researchers should 
consider the vulnerability of their research participants. As their vulnerability increases, so do the 
researcher’s obligations to protect that population. In a general sense, the study does not include 
“vulnerable populations,” which IRBs often define as “children, prisoners, and the cognitively 
impaired” (Lucero, 2019, para. 4). However, the study included deliberation on the vulnerability 
of family and peers involved and considered the researcher’s own vulnerability, especially as it 
relates to self-disclosure. When it comes to harm, the study followed a contextual, inductive 
understanding and took steps to minimize the risk of harm: making others less identifiable, 
changing or omitting identifying details and problematic passages, creating composite characters, 
and altering the plot or scene. According to the AoIR, the researcher simply cannot separate the 
self from others (Markham & Buchanan, 2012). At its core, Facebook is about “enabl[ing] 
people to connect with each other” (Facebook Terms of Service, 2019). Thus, the user’s data and 
experiences become inextricably entangled with others, their data, and their experiences. As a 
result, the researcher of Facebook inevitably writes about others. Therefore, the researcher must 
balance the rights of others, the researcher’s right to research, and the social benefits of their 
research (Markham & Buchanan, 2012). However, this is not a solitary decision. The 
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development of this study involved consultation with mentors, peers, and the IRB. As it 
progressed, the study involved reassessing and figuring out how to address developing ethical 
dilemmas. Again, this entailed consultation with ethical guidelines (Markham & Buchanan, 
2012), research literature, mentors, and peers. Merely addressing ethics at the beginning of a 
study proves insufficient. The study incorporated consultation from the IRB, feedback from 
presenting papers at conferences, and discussions with a writing partner, mentors, critical friends, 
and committee members. These perspectives added to the ethical deliberations. However, the 
study also reviewed literature and consulted the guidelines and principles published by 
professional research organizations, leading to continued deliberations, which will continue 
beyond publication.  
SenseLab 
Researching the SenseLab raised its own ethical dilemmas. To begin with, there seemed 
to be slippage between public and private. While participants opt into the group by requesting 
access, the SenseLab has no qualifying restrictions. In addition, each reading group records audio 
or audiovisual, which is archived. However, by and large, the SenseLab operates with a radical 
openness, freely sharing recordings with all participants. Issues also emerged around obtaining 
consent from a collective. Beginning every reading group with an announcement about the study 
would be disruptive, unsettling, and create a distanced form of participation. In addition, in these 
reading groups, participants and participation vary. Not only do different people participate in 
each event, but their participation ranges from active speaking to passive listening. In the larger 
reading group, based in Montreal, the use of audio only made it difficult to tell who was in 
attendance. Further, based on consultation with the reading group “coordinators,” blanket 
announcements about consent might be unsettling because the consent process harkens to a 
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positivist research tradition that prioritizes objectivity and distance between the researcher and 
the researched, which runs anathema to SenseLab processes. Thus, the consent process would 
mark the researcher as an outsider precluding full participation.  
A discussion of the study and the ethical dilemmas with a long-time SenseLab participant 
(E. Manning, personal communication, June 15, 2020) helped to develop a plan. Sharing an early 
draft on a SenseLab Slack Channel provided a way to engage in an ongoing, relational ethics, in 
which the central question is, ‘What should I do now?’” (Ellis, 2007, p. 4). Sharing an early draft 
also created a way to work with participants to make sure the study told a story that resonated 
with their own experiences (E. Manning, personal communication, June, 15, 2020). Sharing an 
early draft also ensured that study only included that which the researcher was willing to share 
with participants (Medford, 2006). Although the long-time SenseLab participant did not consider 
it necessary, based on literature related to the ethics of autoethnography, the study addressed 
potentially identifiable others by making others less identifiable, omitting or changing 
identifying details and problematic passages, adding multiple voices and interpretations, creating 
composite characters, altering the plot or scene, and positioning the story within the stories of 
others. 
Ethics of Anarchiving 
Archives are about a promise made to the past, a specter haunting the present, and a 
responsibility to the future (Derrida, 1994). While each of the aforementioned archives addressed 
in this study generate their own unique ethical dilemmas, anarchiving itself raises ethical 
concerns. At The Poetics of the Archive conference at Columbia University in 2018, in regards to 
what might be describes as anarchival work, Ann Stoler warned about the “aestheticizing of the 
archive” (Stoler, 2018). In clarifying, Stoler reminded the audience of the “de-historicizing of 
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archives,” archives detached from their historical significance. In approaching this study, Stoler’s 
warning lingered. In fact, many of the examples of anarchiving revolve around problematic 
events, like the Dodge advertisement in the introduction, Cambridge Analytica’s pillaging of 
Facebook archives, the defiling of Swing Low with a pussyhat (Irwin, 2018), the SenseLab’s 
challenges with competing dissertations (Manning, 2018). Anarchiving, like any technique, runs 
the risk of irresponsibility, though it is not, in itself, ethical or unethical. Its effects depend on the 
assemblage that coalesces in the event. Anarchiving, as a concept, owes a debt to Deleuze’s 
anarchival approach to the history of philosophy. While thinking back to how he had coped with 
a shitty curriculum (Rocha, 2017), Deleuze (1995) explained,   
     I suppose the main way I coped with it at the time was to see the history of philosophy 
as a sort of buggery or (it comes to the same thing) immaculate conception. I saw myself 
as taking an author from behind and giving him a child that would be his own offspring, 
yet monstrous. It was really important for it to be his own child, because the author had to 
actually say all I had him saying. But the child was bound to be monstrous too, because it 
resulted from all sorts of shifting, slipping, dislocations and hidden emissions that I really 
enjoyed. (p. 6) 
 
There is, in Deleuze’s explanation of his work, an ethical dilemma, a responsibility to 
others, both the author and the monstrous offspring. For Deleuze, the history of philosophy had 
been either love without procreation or procreation without love. He sought love with a queer 
procreation (Pahl, 2019), a “monstrous” creation. But that creation, like any object, depends on 
the assemblage it plugs into (Deleuze & Guattari, 1987). Thus, ethics remains an ever-present 
dilemma for anarchiving. However, the same can be said of history, which has not always been 
just in its treatment of the past. Thus, returning to Stoler’s (2018) warning about the de-




Chapter IV – Swing Low 
Figure 2. Womb/Abyss 
 
 
(Seth McCall, 2021) 
In the aftermath of 2016, this project began. After the election, political scientists and 
pollsters rehashed the outcome. The pollsters looked for what went wrong. The political 
scientists crafted narratives. Listen to Black women resonated in this moment of demographic 
retrospection. While white men voted en masse for a candidate with a history of supporting white 
 
82 
supremacy, xenophobia, and violence against women, white women also supported this 
candidate. Not only did Black women turn out in high numbers, but they overwhelmingly 
opposed that candidate. These discourses swirled during a visit to the Schomburg’s Wadleigh 
Collection, a collection dedicated to a local Harlem school perpetually under threat of closure. 
Arturo Schomburg started this archive as a response to the rippling consequences of the African 
Diaspora. But the Wadleigh Collection seemed to reveal specific archival dilemmas faced by 
Black women. Black women were instrumental in the construction of this collection, a necessary 
collection that might defend the school amidst the constant threat of closure. Still, the creation of 
a counter archive did not resolve every archival dilemma. Although “listen to Black women” 
worked as a general narrative, in this collection a trans-temporal game of power rendered the 
slogan insufficient. Black women, despite voting patterns in national elections, are not a 
monolith. Rather than a simple power relation, historical actors exercised power in the creation 
of sources, archives, and narratives (Trouillot, 2001). At the same time, I engaged in an 
ethnography of the intersection around the Swing Low memorial. On one morning, while sitting 
at the memorial, I noticed a man walking his dog. The man only partially paid attention to the 
dog, but he followed the dog’s lead, stopping with the dog. At the base of the memorial, the dog 
lifted his hind leg to urinate. Realizing the dog’s intent and the implications, the man pulled the 
leash and dragged the dog away from the memorial. The dog left an interrupted trail of urine 
away from the memorial. At the time, it seemed a harsh way to treat a dog. However, we might 
also appreciate the man’s predicament. The man, the dog, and the memorial were bound up in a 
trans-temporal power game, and the man simply could not allow the dog to desecrate that 
hallowed monument. Given that this project began with the archival dilemmas, challenges, and 
experimentation of Black women, we begin with Swing Low: Harriet Tubman Memorial. 
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While writing this dissertation, demonstrators toppled monuments in Richmond, 
Virginia; Louisville, Kentucky; Salisbury, North Carolina; Albuquerque, New Mexico; Ventura, 
California; Baltimore, Maryland; Raleigh, North Carolina; San Francisco, California; 
Washington, D.C.; Saint Paul, Minnesota; Mobile, Alabama; Birmingham, Alabama; 
Montgomery, Alabama; and Fort Myers, Florida. These toppled monuments had 
monumentalized perpetrators of genocide and the Confederacy. The demonstrations were 
outgrowths of direct action in the streets, addressing police brutality against Black bodies in 
general and the deaths of George Floyd, Breonna Taylor, Ahmaud Arbery, and too many others. 
During that summer, Black Lives Matter seemed to become common sense, after years of 
resistance. However, that summer also introduced “defund the police” to a broader audience. In 
the context of all of this, what does it mean for a white man to write about a prominent African-
American radical icon? Is it simply another attempt to ‘capture’ Tubman or her memorial? 
Certainly not. This chapter does not provide a definitive history of Tubman or a final assessment 
of the Swing Low memorial. The chapter is not a history. The monument will change, and 
individual experiences will differ. Instead, in the context of toppled monuments, we consider the 
example set by a Black woman artist in her design of a monument for Harriet Tubman, a Black 
radical icon. Among all these toppled monuments, Alison Saar’s Swing Low provides an 
important example of a conductive monument that embraces vulnerability and unsettles 
knowledge. 
Saar’s archival experimentation plugs into a larger tradition based on the unique lived 
experiences of Black women: the interlocking oppressions (Taylor et al., 2017), the matrix of 
domination (Collins, 2014), and vulnerability (Lorde, 1978). More specifically, their experience 
with archives proves important. In general, archives tend to fail Black women, leaving them out 
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entirely (Thompson, 2018), including them in the margins, or pathologizing them with lazy 
stereotypes (Hartman, 2019). These archives tend to contribute to what Harris-Perry (2011) 
describes as the feeling of living in a crooked room. In response to this archival dilemma, Black 
women scholars and artists push for enhanced archives (Thompson, 2018) and archival 
experimentation (Belle, 2019; Belle et al., 2020; Campt, 2012; Hartman, 2019). In this context of 
toppled monuments and archival dilemmas, there is a responsibility. Failing to address the 
inadequacies of these archives threatens to proliferate a distorted worldview, damaging the 
potential of coalitions informed by the unique vantage points of lived experiences, what the 
Combahee River Collective (Taylor et al., 2017) described as identity politics. This is not the 
over-simplified identity politics of narcissism or fragmentary politics. This is the identity politics 
of response-able coalition politics. Paying attention to these archival inadequacies and the radical 
archival experimentation of Black scholars and artists prepares for stronger coalitions that can 
address interlocking oppressions that divide and demean. 
Erasing Tubman 
This chapter addresses archival issues facing Black women, specifically the risk of 
erasure. Of course, Black women are not a monolith and countervailing examples, like Harriet 
Tubman, may transcend some of these archival dilemmas. However, some readers might suggest 
that the theoretical underpinnings of this study risk “erasing” Tubman. This study relies on work 
in post-humanism, new materialism, and process philosophy, and each, in its own way, risks 
erasing Tubman. Post-humanism turns away from the category of the human after generations of 
struggles over human rights fought for recognition as human. While this study discusses 
Tubman, at times, it also turns away from the human. New materialism shifts attention away 
from ideology and discourse even though race is a social construct (Omi & Winant, 2014). 
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Likewise, this study considers the materials involved in the conduction at work in a memorial 
dedicated to Tubman, again, turning away from the historical figure. This chapter addresses the 
concept of conduction in detail. And, process philosophy relies on an archive of work from 
predominantly white, male philosophers. By privileging the movement of process philosophy, 
this study troubles settled knowledge, which might raise concerns about history as we know it. 
While these theoretical underpinnings have faced criticism on issues around race, they 
also offer some important affordances. Post-humanism examines the role of race in the 
construction of the “human,” generating important contributions. For example, addressing the 
viscosity of race, Saldanha (2006) describes how processes contribute to “bodies gradually 
becoming sticky and clustering into aggregates” (p. 10). Later, Weheliye (2014) introduced 
racializing assemblages, which considers race as a collection of processes that differentiate 
humanity into varying groups, the fully human, the partially human, and nonhuman. Both 
contribute to rethinking how race works. New materialism moves beyond considering race a 
social construct or ideology to focus on the material consequences of race (Leppänen, 2018). 
Finally, process philosophy, in unsettling conventional categories, resonates with attempts to 
understand race through a “relational poetics” (Glissant, 1997). With all these affordances, 
however, the risk of erasure remains an important concern in this study. However, if successful, 
the reader still might “find” Harriet Tubman in this work. 
While related to Harriet Tubman, this research opening is not a biographical study of 
Harriet Tubman, which can be found elsewhere (Bradford, 2018; Clinton, 2004; Larson, 2004), 
but more of a study of the contestation over her legacy, her inheritance (Sernett, 2007). Despite 
efforts to apprehend Tubman, she eludes certainty because Harriet Tubman, as a concept, 
continues unabated in the process of becoming. Each new instantiation, at the memorial, in 
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movie theaters, in children’s books, on social media, contributes new meanings to Harriet 
Tubman. The reader might also find Harriet Tubman in the sympathetic magic coursing through 
the memorial. As discussed previously, sympathetic magic entails likeness and contagion 
(Taussig, 1993), and something of Tubman’s likeness resides in Alison Saar’s monument. 
Pedestrians passing by the memorial associate the likeness with what they know of Harriet 
Tubman, opening up different experiences. However, magic also works through contagion. The 
monument conducts the space around the memorial, connecting with pedestrians who walk up to 
graze, rub, pat, hug, or kiss the monument. While this chapter does not necessarily provide an 
historically-sanctioned biographical account, it does consider what Harriet Tubman is becoming 
through the instantiations made possible by Swing Low: Harriet Tubman Memorial. 
Three Vignettes 
In addressing Swing Low: The Harriet Tubman Memorial in Harlem, this chapter breaks 
into three different vignettes. Rather than themes, vignettes provide evocative accounts without 
definite borders, tangled up in its etymology of vines (“vignette,” 2020). The first section 
addresses the conduction at work in and around the memorial. The second section considers 
vulnerability as it relates to my experience at the memorial, the experiences of Black women, 
and archives. The third section addresses the settled knowledge of Harriet Tubman and the 
unsettling of knowledge at work in Saar’s design of the monument and the memorial in general. 
Conduction 
“Conduction” brings with it the many different histories of its many different uses. In the 
context of Harriet Tubman, conduction likely refers to the role of the train’s conductor, 
responsible for bringing together people and materials for travel. Tubman became famous as a 
“conductor” on the Underground Railroad, conducting enslaved people out of bondage. 
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However, conduction might also bring to mind an orchestra, with its conductor bringing together 
sheet music, instruments, performers, and an audience to create a musical event. Others might 
think of conduction as an electrical process, in which materials conduct electricity through 
conduits to make it useful. Still others might sense a connection between conduction and good 
conduct, which refers to an appropriate way of conducting oneself through space and time. 
Etymologically, “conduction” refers to the act of bringing together. Bringing together involves 
relation. Entities conducted enter into relation with one another. In many cases, conduction 
becomes so insulated as to become uneventful. Turning on a light, for example, entails a 
seemingly uneventful conduction. However, in conduction, the act of bringing together, lays the 
possibility of an event. These events may lead to lasting impressions or fleeting impressions that 
momentarily pop up into consciousness only to disappear again (Proust, 2013; Taussig, 2020). 
As it turns out, a great deal of conduction occurs in and around the memorial. Not only was 
Harriet Tubman a renowned conductor, the memorial plays a role in the conduction of the legacy 
of Harriet Tubman and conducts people through a complex intersection. On a more cynical 
note—that is distrusting of pretenses, not mean spirited—the memorial itself plays a role in the 
settler colonial conduction of Harlem in the complex intersection of gentrification.  
Harriet Tubman 
Harriet Tubman might be the most famous of all conductors. When remembering 
Tubman, it is common to recall her role in the Underground Railroad. Others studying her 
biography might note her role in conducting a charity campaign to build a home for elderly 
African Americans. Those passing through Auburn, New York, might recognize how she 
continues to conduct others through her gravesite. 
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After a violent encounter with a white woman, the mistress of the house, Tubman 
escaped to the North (Sernett, 2007). Rather than turning her back on her family, she returned 
repeatedly to free her family. She garnered such a reputation that she was invited to join the 
Underground Railroad as a conductor. As a conductor, she led hundreds of enslaved peoples out 
of slavery. She was such a prolific conductor, William Lloyd Garrison nicknamed her the 
“Moses of her people” (Clinton, 2004). Later, during the Civil War, Tubman led Union soldiers 
in the Combahee River Raid, which culminated in the freeing of over 700 enslaved people 
(Clinton, 2004).  
After leading enslaved people to freedom as a conductor on the Underground Railroad 
and as a commander of Union forces at Combahee River, Tubman spent the remainder of her life 
in Auburn, New York. Though she enjoyed notoriety as the “Moses of her people,” she lived 
humbly, spending years trying to secure remuneration for her and her husband’s service during 
the Civil War (Sernett, 2007). Later in life, she used this conductive notoriety to raise money for 
a home for the elderly who had survived slavery (Clinton, 2004). The Harriet Tubman Home for 
the Aged conducted fundraising through the use of Tubman’s name. Years after its opening, 
Tubman herself spent her final years in the home she helped build. 
When Tubman died, she received semi-military honors at her burial in Forthill Cemetery 
in Auburn. Despite leading Union soldiers and serving as a spy, a nurse, and a scout in the Civil 
War (Sernett, 2007), she only received semi-military honors, after fighting decades for adequate 
veteran compensation for her and her husband. However, over a century later, Tubman still 
conducts, as if from beyond the grave. Over the years, her gravesite became a place of 
pilgrimage. Visitors, passing by the grave site to pay their respects, leave offerings to Tubman, 
money, flowers, candles, stickers, a compass (Hannagan, 2016), traces of Tubman’s enduring 
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conduction. Harriet Tubman conducted throughout her life, and as she passed, she continued to 
conduct, as the offerings around her grave demonstrate. 
A Minor Conductor. As he walked through Morningside Park into Harlem toward the 
memorial, he listened to Ta-Nehisi Coates (2019; Triesman, 2019) reading an excerpt from his 
latest book. As he listened, he came to realize that Coates’ reading revolved around a historical 
fiction retelling the experiences of a conductor on the Underground Railroad. When he arrived 
at the memorial, he was torn. 
Figure 3. North across Saint Nicholas Avenue to Swing Low 
 
(Seth McCall, 2019) 
Focus on figuring out what happens at the memorial or listen to a podcast? He chose to 
listen. He sat there with headphones canceling out some of his immediate surroundings in favor 
of Coates’ reading, which periodically pierced his consciousness. In that moment, at the foot of 
one of the most famous conductors—“all my losses, but I got out”—he started to think of himself 
as a minor conductor, bringing together the podcast and the memorial, wondering what might 
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become of it—“flattered into believing them ‘good white folks.’” However, even a minor 
conductor brings together more than two. He also brought his body, which carried with it the 
traces of a history. He brought his own personal history—eastern Tennessee, south-central 
Kansas, and Harlem. However, he also carried the history of his body, like a knapsack of 
privilege, the privilege of its social position within a white supremacist, patriarchal society. 
The—always incomplete, but—long list: white, male, cis-gendered, able-bodied, middle class, 
and educated—“memories threw me into depression.” Though working on a grander scale, the 
memorial also proved to be a minor conductor, bringing together entities with little control over 
the event that might emerge. “I can only carry so many, and only so far.” It conducted him, 
brought him there. It conducted the legacy of Harriet Tubman. Without intent, it conducted Black 
Lives Matter and #SayHerName. Not to say that it guided them, it merely brought them together 
in the unfolding event. 
Figure 4. Butterfly on Benches at Swing Low 
 
(Seth McCall, 2019) 
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As he sat with the minor conductor, he came to realize that by letting the podcast play he 
got down to the work of figuring out what happens at the memorial.  
"Harriet Tubman" 
Leaving Harriet Tubman and shifting to “Harriet Tubman,” might seem repetitive. 
However, adding the quotations, does two things. First, we demonstrate a shift away from 
something that happened in the past. Second, we indicate how what we say about “Harriet 
Tubman” in the present changes how we relate to her past. This is, perhaps, confusing. Sernett 
(2007) engaged in a similar project by studying the history and myth related to Tubman. 
However, this also relates to Trouillot’s (2001) differentiation of positivist history and 
constructivist history. Trouillot rejected both, insisting that even though “bundles of silences” 
constitute narratives about the past, the past is not all constructed. Turning back to Chapter I, you 
may recall the discussion of Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. and a commercial that used audio from 
one of his speeches to sell trucks. In that way, what we do with archival traces in the present 
changes how we relate to the past. Given the frequent appropriation of King, King’s legacy or 
what King does in the present shifted, sanitizing his more radical positions and emphasizing his 
more moderate statements (Hall, 2005). This section alludes to something similar at work in the 
name of Harriet Tubman. 
In order to consider how “Harriet Tubman” works in the present, we might begin with the 
controversy over the $20 bill. Of all the faces that deserve to be removed from the United States 
currency, Andrew Jackson seems to be a great place to begin. He owned slaves, presided over 
the “Trail of Tears,” and inspired the 45th President of the United States. Under President 
Obama, Jackson’s placement on the $20 bill became a potential site for a reconciliation with the 
past. Initially, the administration planned to replace Jackson with Harriet Tubman. Later, the 
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administration decided to keep Jackson but add Tubman to the other side, a sort of compromise. 
After 2016, the Trump administration announced plans to delay the transition to Tubman until at 
least 2026 in order to focus their attention on counterfeit operations (Valle, 2019). Rather than 
reconcile with the past through the image of Harriet Tubman, the Trump administration shifted 
their attention to the preservation of wealth. In this case, “Harriet Tubman” did a few different 
things. The Obama administration put “Harriet Tubman” to work in redressing disparities, 
lingering racism, and reconciling with the past. Through the currency, Tubman would become an 
ever-present symbol of apparent progress in the United States. In doing so, the administration put 
Tubman on par with well-known presidents and Benjamin Franklin. Later, during the next 
administration, “Harriet Tubman” became a way to “trigger the libs,” fanning outrage among 
“social justice warriors.” 
As previously discussed, organizers for the second annual Women’s March (2018) used 
the memorial as a staging area. After complaints about the whiteness of the first Women’s 
March, the lack of intersectional voices in the planning process, the following year’s march 
planners seemed eager to demonstrate progress. In the crowd of protesters, someone placed a 
pussyhat on Harriet Tubman. It was likely an organizer involved in planning because the size of 
the monument required a specially designed pussyhat. Controversy erupted, especially on 
Twitter, as people pointed out the troubling act of co-opting Tubman after the fact. In this case, 
“Harriet Tubman” became an icon of mainstream feminism. A charitable reader might see this  
as an aspirational claim to moving beyond the overbearing whiteness of mainstream feminism. 
On the other hand, many saw this as nothing more than a ploy to demonstrate superficial 
intersectionality with a low-cost symbolic gesture. The demonstrators put “Harriet Tubman” to 
work to show mainstream feminism was not as racist anymore. In the end, it demonstrated a 
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troubling ignorance of Tubman. The response against the gesture turned “Harriet Tubman” into a 
lesson on the violence of claiming solidarity. 
In July of 2019, the first trailer for Harriet dropped online, a biopic about Harriet 
Tubman starring Cynthia Erivo. In November of 2019, the film opened in theaters nationwide, 
including at the Magic Johnson Theaters a few short blocks north of the memorial. The movie 
generated interest in Tubman, and it was a topic of conversation among pedestrians. However, 
controversy erupted regarding the casting of the lead role. Erivo, a woman of Nigerian parentage 
and English upbringing, played the role of Harriet Tubman (Branigin, 2018). Many online 
complained about the casting of a non-African American woman to play a prominent African 
American woman (Clinton, 2020). Despite explanations from the director and comments from 
Erivo, the controversy continued. 
In the case of Harriet, “Harriet Tubman” does something new. In the context of heroic 
biopics and films addressing the African American filmgoing audience, movie producers opened 
up to telling new stories. While Harriet returned to a familiar story, previously portrayed by 
Cicely Tyson in A Woman Called Moses (Wendkos, 1978), this movie proved unique because 
“Harriet Tubman” became a marketable hero. Like others before it, Harriet addressed a lack of 
representation in film. Before Harriet, films like Black Panther and Hidden Figures both 
addressed a troubling lack of representation in film for African Americans and African American 
women. However, beyond the project of representation, Harriet turned “Harriet Tubman” into a 
profitable enterprise, generating over $43 million on returns against a budget of $17 million (Box 
Office Mojo, 2020). In doing something new with the concept, the concept itself changes, as it 
begins to conduct differently. 
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The haunting of Kanye West. Kanye’s campaign was dead, to begin with. There is no 
doubt whatever about that. The register of its burial was signed by Kanye on July 19, 2020. 
Kanye signed it. Kanye 2020 was as dead as a door-nail.  
That initial appearance alternated between too truthful, too vulnerable, and too reckless 
with delicate issues. Not only did he discuss how his mother saved him from an abortion and how 
he and his wife had considered an abortion with tears in his eyes, something like a third rail in 
presidential politics, but he also addressed Harriet Tubman. In that speech, he claimed, “When 
Harriet Tubman, well Harriet Tubman never actually freed the slaves, she just had the slaves go 
work for other white people. […] Now the Harriet Tubman thing is, I’m sick of this black 
iconography being used by white organization for us to look up to and say ‘This is us.’” In the 
fallout that followed, he escaped to his ranch in Cody, Wyoming. In the immediate aftermath, he 
described how his wife and in-laws wanted to lock him up and admitted that he had been trying 
to get a divorce for over a year.  
In his bedroom, he found himself more isolated than he had been in years. He prepared 
for sleep, changed into his pajamas, put on his nightcap, and carried his candle to the bedside 
table. As he pulled the covers up to his chest and cracked open Ishmael Reed’s The Haunting of 
Lin Manuel Miranda.  
“People say I don’t know Black history. All right. Like to see what they’re reading before 
bed.” 
After reading for a time, he felt his eyelids become heavier and sensed the imminent 




Just then, he heard a familiar creaking on the hardwood floor near the foot of his bed. 
Startled, he perked up in his bed, the book falling to his side, reaching for his candle. Holding 
his candle up, he squinted at the darkness.  
Without thinking, he found himself speaking, “Who’s there? Is someone there?” 
Out of the abyss engulfing him, emerged a black woman in a plain, traditional dress.  
“Who—who are you? What are you—How did you get in here?” 
Looking at her in disbelief, he didn’t recognize her. Short and powerful, she seemed like 
a patchwork person, as if put together ad hoc, from immediately available materials. Her face 
reminded him of Cynthia Erivo. Her torso reminded him of a 1970s film about slavery. However, 
below the waist, her dress reminded him of a book he read in school as a child. In the moment, 
shocked as he was, he couldn’t remember the book. She said nothing, but he realized what was 
happening. It was Harriet Tubman. 
“Okay. Now, look. I know what this is about. I’ve already heard it on Twitter. I just said 
that you didn’t end slavery. Now, I’m not the only one to say this. Michelle Alexander talked 
about this. Slavery changed. It morphed into Jim Crow and then mass incarceration.” 
“What you do with my name matters. It sticks.” 
“Yeah, and I thought I had some good points.” 
“You said that I never actually freed ‘the slaves.’” 
“Right, and what I meant was that we still ain’t free. It never ended. What they don’t talk 
about is what I said about Black iconography. How corporations use that shit to tell us who we 
are. You see this all the time with MLK.” 
“But you mistake freedom.” 
“What do you mean?” 
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“You think freedom is a utopian end state. But there is no end. The struggle doesn’t end. 
You made me look like a fool, like, I thought I was helping, but they duped me. But you don’t 
understand freedom. I exercised power. I did what I could to save my family. And, I saved others, 
at great risk to myself, mind you. However, I can’t prevent others from exercising their power in 
response.” 
“Like there’s no utopia? Even if I make more money, I still deal with people trying to 
control me.” 
“You also confuse freedom when you think of it as an individual experience. You assume 
that freedom is freedom from responsibilities to the community.” 
“I think I see your point. Maybe I need to think more about freedom. But what about the 
Black iconography shit? White corporations make these Black representations and expect Black 
people to say, ‘This is us.’” 
“I also noticed you didn’t say anything about anyone else, as if I was the only person 
freeing slaves.”   
“All right. I can see how that comes across as kinda misogynist, but there was just a 
movie about you a few months back, so you were on my mind.” 
As he said this, Kanye recognized Cynthia Erivo as the lead of Harriet. Had he actually 
been talking to Cynthia Erivo this whole time? How did she get in his bedroom? But then, he 
recognized the torso from Cicely Tyson’s role in A Woman Called Moses, an NBC miniseries 
from 1978. Finally, he remembered the book from his childhood. The ghost of Harriet Tubman 
had taken on aspects of all these different iterations of Harriet Tubman. Staring at this woman, 
he wondered if some remnant of the actual woman resided beneath all these assembled parts. 
Or, was this all there was left? He felt himself sinking into a dark abyss. As he fell, he fell faster 
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and faster, thinking about the implications of this realization. It was as if his whole world melted 
away, nothing remained stable. Uncertainty surrounded him, leaving nothing firm to grasp. He 
had carelessly spoken on Tubman without considering his responsibility for what becomes of 
Harriet Tubman. 
As the sun shined in through his window, he rocked back and forth, clutching his iPhone. 
Cautiously, he peaked out one eyelid. Seeing the familiar world, he swiped his phone open. 
Knowing the dangers involved in the appropriation of Black iconography, he realized his 
responsibility to those like Harriet Tubman who no longer speak. He took to Twitter and wrote 
an apology. 
Swing Low 
Just as with Harriet Tubman and “Harriet Tubman,” the Swing Low: Harriet Tubman 
Memorial also conducts. This section begins with a description of the memorial. Following the 
description this section explores how the memorial affects visitors. Then, it considers how the 
monument’s conduction accumulates materials, which, in turn, affect the monument. Finally, this 
section concludes with Time-lapse Exposure #1, which describes how the monument affects and 
is affected by its conduction. 
Description. The monument stands on a pedestrian island just north of the intersection of 
three different streets in Harlem: Saint Nicholas Avenue, Frederick Douglass Boulevard, and 
121st Street, a concentrated conduction of three different pasts in a narrow piece of land. The 
pedestrian island includes three large planters made of roughly-hewn Chinese granite with two 
openings along the north end and one opening at the south for pedestrians. Their exterior reveals 
words from an old spiritual referring to the story of Moses: “What a Beautiful Morning It Will 
Be! O Let My People Go.” Within the planters grow bushes along the north and east end. The 
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planters along the west end include varying vegetation, usually rose bushes. Over the years, 
different ornamental plants populated these planters, including cotton and peanuts. The interior 
of the memorial includes large, light brown tiles along the ground. Subway grates line the west 
end of the memorial.  
The memorial itself is composed of bronze, the lingering effect of bringing together 
copper and tin in intense heat. Tubman stands roughly 13-feet tall, facing south. The placement 
of her arms and the front of her dress lifting slightly, revealing a vertically-lined petticoat 
beneath, in the front produces a sense of forward movement. While Tubman’s head wrap, shirt, 
and dress appear a metallic green, her hands and face appear a darker black. Her face, not 
photorealist representation, is smooth, almost expressionless, her brow slightly furrowed, her 
mouth closed with clenched teeth, high, pronounced cheekbones, nostrils flaring with in 
inhalation, and black, vacant eyes that penetrate. Behind the figure of Tubman, sprout roots 
descending into the pedestal of Chinese granite behind her. Tubman’s forward momentum 
moves against the roots, as if uprooting herself. The roots appear substantial, over an inch thick, 
like the roots of a tree. Impressions appear on the dress as if pushing out from the inside of the 
statue. The impressions include faces, bundles of sticks, bottles, broken manacles, a knife, a lock, 
a necklace, a pipe, a hornet nest, worn-out soles, shells, and a key.  
Around the memorial stand some local landmarks, which some might consider as 
external to the memorial. However, they affect what the monument does. To the north looms the 
NYPD’s 28th Precinct, a short, two-story building made of light brownish grey material with a 
wall outside and parapets along the roof. The flag of the United States of America flies from a 
flagpole at the southeast corner of the precinct. Burrowed beneath the bushes in the north and 
east planter, lay colonies of rats, which thrive on the trashcans on the north end of the memorial. 
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To the west, a construction site arose from the vacant, a large commercial building quickly 
materializing over time. South of the construction site sits a four-story building with the Zoe 
Hookah Lounge on the ground floor. Across the intersection, stands the Kumon tutoring center. 
Opposite the Tubman Triangle, to the south, lies the Matthew Turner Triangle. To the south of 
the triangle stands a Flatiron-like building that became the home of the Wallach Art Gallery. To 
the southeast of Tubman stands the Flamekeepers Hat Club on the ground floor of a high-end 
apartment building. To the east of Tubman lies the Angel of Harlem, a trendy establishment with 
Caribbean food and drinks, which is next door to a bodega and a Dunkin’ Donuts. 
Special effects. Having described the memorial and its immediate surroundings, the next 
section considers what the monument does. My own experiences with the monument limit my 
explanation of the access of the monument. Without any doubt, others might identify other 
affects. That is the beauty of conduction, the uncertainty of the event. The monument, as 
experienced by pedestrians, proves to be an imposing figure. Standing at 13-feet tall, it towers 
over everything in its immediate vicinity, except the buildings which frame it. The monument’s 
height encourages pedestrians to look up to Tubman to meet her eyes. Looking up evokes the 
child-adult relationship, hierarchical scaling, and the vernacular phrase of “looking up to” 
someone or something. Children may spend their “formative years” looking up to adults, which 
implies a sort of lineage, familial or otherwise. The roots emerging from behind Tubman also 
evoke the idea of lineage. Whether refusing to put down roots, uprooting, or resisting rooting, the 
roots suggest a lineage, in a manner like a family tree. While the stature inspires awe, the 
monument’s location provides a sense of safety. According to its design, the monument stands 
on a pedestrian island. The memorial’s design entailed reclaiming a vacant plot of land in the 
middle of a complicated intersection. With the bulwarks of the planters, the memorial provides 
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pedestrians with a sense of safety in the midst of all the traffic. Whether the sense of safety or the 
magnetism of the monument, the monument conducts pedestrians through the pedestrian island. 
Surrounded by all this traffic, Tubman’s arms, trailing roots, and dress suggest movement. The 
felt forward progression reveals the glimpse of a petticoat that resembles the cattle catcher of 
trains (Saar, 2010). When the subway rumbles under the grates, the viewer may sense Tubman in 
movement, as if she is about to plow through the intersection tearing up the earth and the asphalt. 
Rather than merely a conductor, Tubman seems to embody the train, a woman becoming a 
machine of movement. The petticoat merges with the cattle catcher, the feminine as powerful 
(Saar, 2018). As the pedestrian approaches the monument, noticing the impressions emerging 
from the dress draws them in ever closer to the monument. By positioning these flourishes within 
reach, the dress encourages a tactile experience. 
However, at every turn, conduction adds another layer to the monument, altering what it 
does. With the 28th Precinct in the background, Tubman can evoke thoughts about mass 
incarceration and the failure of the North to live up to the hopes of African-Americans. The 
precinct’s flag brings Tubman into relation with contemporary national politics in the United 
States, especially when the flag is raised to half-mast. Depending on the state of the trash cans, 
they can suggest a sense of disarray. When paired with rats, this can evoke a threat of abjection. 
With Angel of Harlem in the background, the viewer might wonder if Tubman is the Angel of 
Harlem and how the U2 song might differ after the completion of the monument. With the 
construction site in the background, the pedestrian might feel a sense of progress connecting to 
Tubman’s progression, unless the pedestrian sees Tubman leaving as a result of gentrification. 
With the intersection in the background, the viewer might wonder about what all Tubman sees 
from her height. Is this her realm? Which way will she turn at the intersection? 
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As discussed, through conduction, the monument affects its surroundings, but, as we 
began to see in the previous paragraph, the monument is also affected by its material 
surroundings. In designing the monument, Saar invites an ongoing accumulation (Rubin, 1993; 
Saar & Saar, 2018). Common and unique to African sculpture, accumulation entails display and 
power. As was previously discussed in Chapter III, while display entails splendor, power 
involves taking on the symbolic charge of past uses. In inviting accumulation, Saar constructed 
an open and vulnerable design. Over time, she intended for the dress in particular to take on the 
patina of those who touched the monument over the years. Not only is the monument charged 
with the image and association with Tubman, the patina, as it develops, will reveal the 
connection felt between the visitors and the monument. The monument’s openness to 
accumulation makes it a conductor of events. 
Time-lapse exposure #1. Sitting at the memorial, Adrian noticed a crowd beginning to 
gather, mostly women. The protesters gather around the memorial in preparation for a march. 
One of them, a white woman, climbs up the side of the memorial. Others laugh as she pulls out 
an oversized Pussyhat. Some of the protesters cheer as they position the hat atop Tubman. They 
leave the hat and filter out of the memorial en route to a march downtown. After they leave, 
Black women begin to gather in the aftermath with faces of shock, disbelief, and anger. They 
take photographs of the pink hat on Tubman. “I saw it out of my window and couldn’t believe it” 
(St. Felix, 2018). One of them, shaking her head, says the “placement of the silly pop culture 
symbol of non-inclusive white feminism on top of Tubman’s head is insulting” (Irwin, 2018). 
Another woman walks by saying, “I can’t believe they defiled the statue with a ‘pink pussy hat’” 
(Lewis, 2018). Another, angry, replies, putting “that piece of zeitgeist garbage on the head of a 
legend is profoundly disrespectful […] Putting a hat on Tubman does not link these movements. 
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It does not bring Black women into this fight” (Irwin, 2018). Another woman scoffed, “White 
feminism knows no bounds” (Hill, 2018). Adrian’s phone starts vibrating with updates from 
Twitter, where the photograph elicits similar responses of outrage. 
Figure 5. NYC Transit Crew Cleaning Subway Grates at Swing Low 
 
(Seth McCall, 2019) 
Adrian swats at their leg. Last week, NYC Transit crews opened up the subway grates, 
shoveled out debris, and sprayed down the interior with water. Now, Adrian realizes that 
mosquitos nested in the standing water left behind. Adrian’s ankles already swell with multiple 
bites, so they decide to move. Then, an older woman passes through the memorial. As she 
approaches the planter, she looks around to see if anyone is watching. Adrian can’t tell if she 
notices them or doesn’t care. She surreptitiously pulls out a big handful of breadcrumbs and 
tosses it into the planter. Without breaking stride, she keeps walking. Adrian watches, and she 
never seems to so much as look back. When Adrian turns back to the crumbs, the birds have 
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already started to gather. As Adrian watches the starling, several sparrows, and a couple 
pigeons fight over the crumbs, Adrian recalls going to the park at Tilthammer Shoals with their 
Mammaw in eastern Tennessee with a loaf of Wonder bread to feed the ducks. They laughed as 
the ducks circled around them and gathered around bread thrown on the ground. As Adrian 
watches the birds, they wonder if the women would like to stay and watch or if she just produces 
too many crumbs and needs to offload them somewhere.  
Figure 6. Birds Pecking Breadcrumbs at Swing Low 
 
(Seth McCall, 2019) 
Their mind drifts away to a story a friend told them. “It was an early winter afternoon. 
We walked through Harlem north toward 125th street. We stopped at the statue of Harriet 
Tubman. The three of us posed as Rebecca took our picture. After we checked to see what it 
looked like, Aerin climbed up on the rock with Harriet. They reached around, grasping for 
Harriet’s hand, leaning on her dress for support. ‘What are you doing?’ Sam asked as Aerin 
tried to reach the hand, but instead they saluted for the camera, and Rebecca photographed. We 
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joined Aerin, climbing on the statue, posing for Rebecca’s camera. Aerin told Rebecca, ‘Come 
from this side where the guy is at.’ There was some white guy seated on the bench watching us, 
taking notes. We all held hands, and Aerin explained his plan to us. ‘We all look back.’ We held 
on to the roots behind Harriet for support. Aerin explained, ‘Posing as slaves. We’re supposed to 
be scared. Running from our master.’ ‘Aerin, you doing a seductive pose on Harriet?’ ‘She was 
real.’ She was serious. She wasn’t into all that. Aerin replied, ‘You don’t know that.’ I turn to the 
monument. ‘What if we break that whole thing?’ Aerin laughed and said, ‘I’m outta here!’ We 
all laughed as we walked north to 125th street.” 
A group of students following a teacher approach the monument. They gather around as 
the teacher passes out tracing paper and Crayola crayons. The group fans out and start taking 
impressions of different parts of the monument. Many of them keep their hands in their pockets 
as the cold wind blows and nearly scatters the papers. As they leave, heading north, another, 
smaller group appears. They too seem quite cold. One of them takes out a stamp that he claims 
to be Tubman. He talks two of the women with him to let him stamp their $20 bills with 
Tubman’s likeness overtop of Jackson’s face. His first attempt fails. But they find a stable 
surface, and the second seems more successful. They, too, walk north. Just then, Adrian notices a 
rat scurry out of the planter, it freezes on the planter as a car’s headlights spotlight it, like an 
escaped prisoner. When the light moves on, the rat disappears into the trash can. 
Chocolate Cities, White Nooses, and New Frontiers 
Among all these different forms of conduction at work around the monument, there is 
another, perhaps more cynical, conduction into which the memorial fits. Harlem is changing. The 
issue of gentrification generates hostility as affluent, often white people, displace long-time, 
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Black residents of Harlem. The upheaval raises questions about what Harlem is, to whom, and 
what will be. However, in order to elaborate, we must first begin with a brief history of Harlem. 
The story begins in the early 20th century, before Harlem became an international symbol 
of Black culture. African Americans, having previously been relegated to a neighborhood close 
to downtown Manhattan, began moving Uptown for cheaper rent. The movement Uptown met 
fierce resistance (McGruder, 2015), but, over time, African Americans succeeded in establishing 
a foothold in Manhattan in Harlem. The move uptown roughly coincided with the beginning of 
the Great Migration, in which millions of African Americans left the Jim Crow of the South 
seeking better lives in the North. The two movements birthed the Harlem Renaissance and 
Harlem became known as the Black Mecca (Locke, 1925).  
As Black folks moved in, white folks moved out. However, this was not just Harlem. The 
movement of African Americans from the mostly rural South to urban centers happened across 
the United States. As the demographics of cities shifted toward African Americans creating what 
George Clinton would later refer to as the “chocolate city” (Hunter & Robinson, 2018), African 
Americans became a larger political force. Just as Black representatives took over leadership in 
cities, the federal government moved power away from cities (Jackson, 2007). With Nixon’s 
shift toward block grants instead of Johnson’s War of Poverty, the federal government 
subsidized the construction of what George Romney described as a “white noose” around the 
cities (Hannah-Jones, 2015). The collapse known as the New York Fiscal Crisis of 1975 ushered 
in an era of heartbreak in Harlem (Phillips-Fein, 2017). Fire houses and hospitals closed, leaving 
the neighborhood residents without important jobs and far less safe. These policy decisions 
paired with the funding for growing suburbs, demonstrate biopolitics. Under biopolitics, 
biopower intervenes in the lives of people to increase life expectancy among particular groups. 
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However, through racializing assemblages (Weheliye, 2014), the biopower constructs a subgroup 
identified as partially human or non-human. This group faces heightened risks. Foucault (2003) 
summarized biopolitics succinctly, as “the power to ‘make’ live and ‘let’ die” (p. 241). The 
benign neglect that followed depressed the neighborhood’s housing market. 
As a settler colonial state, the United States depended on a frontier to turn land into 
property (Tuck & Yang, 2014) and Europeans into “Americans,” forged in the crucible of the 
frontier (Turner, 2010). While the frontier seemed to disappear with the culmination of Manifest 
Destiny, gentrification opened up a new, internal frontier for settler colonists. Gentrification 
started in Harlem during the economic boom of the late 1990s, which resulted in the 
redevelopment of Frederick Douglass Boulevard into a “restaurant row.” The project required an 
ambitious rezoning of the area. At the turn of the century, two reports provide a sense of the 
work that went into creating the Tubman Triangle, which became the site of Swing Low. These 
reports revolved around beautifying and making the area safer.  
We might think of the memorial as a new jewel for the neighborhood, monetizing Black 
icons to sell the neighborhood’s real estate. Unlike the triangle to its south, named for Matthew 
Turner, the Tubman triangle associated itself with a Black icon. While Turner was a local hero, 
Tubman was immediately recognizable to tourists, real estate agents, prospective buyers. The 
artist commissioned to create the monument provided the monument with a pedigree. Not only 
was Alison Saar an accomplished artist when commissioned, but she also provided an important 
lineage. Alison Saar is the daughter of Betye Saar, a phenomenal assemblage artist from 
California. The elder Saar established her reputation in her field in the aftermath of the Watts 
rebellion and the King assassination, creating powerful art that addressed racism in the United 
States. As with other neighborhoods in New York (Makagon, 2010), art played a role in the 
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conduction of people into Harlem. Conduction brings materials together, but the event 
determines what happens next. 
Vulnerability 
Vulnerability is about how bodies relate to the world. It is bound up with fear and often 
avoided, if possible. Some privileged people can avoid it. Others cannot. However, in the end, 
vulnerability proves productive because it threatens the stable order of the self. This section 
begins with an explanation of traditional archives, archives of invulnerability. Archives, in a 
traditional sense, seem dead set on keeping the abject out and safeguarding against vulnerability. 
Experiences at the memorial seemed quite different, as weather, mosquitos, and rats threatened 
abjection. Vulnerability threatened the consistency of my body and haunted my time at the 
memorial. While traditional archives exude invulnerability, the vulnerability experienced at the 
memorial pales in comparison to the vulnerability experienced by Black women, in general, in 
the United States. Finally, this section concludes with a reassessment of the memorial as a 
different kind of archive, an archive of vulnerability, which produces events without controlling 
the outcome of those events. 
The Archive of Invulnerability 
The traditional archive is an archive of invulnerability. It removes from circulation to 
preserve for posterity. This section begins with a brief etymology of the concept, “archive.” It 
considers the majoritarian role of the traditional archive as a matter of state, a tool to establish or 
maintain order. Finally, it concludes with instructions for how to enter a traditional archive, 
based on my experience entering the Schomburg archive, a preeminent archive in Harlem. 
It comes as no surprise that the concept “archive” carries with it a well-documented past. 
Etymologically, archive derives from the Greek arkhē, which denotes commencement and 
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commandment (Derrida, 1994). The arkhē resided in the arkheion, which was “initially a house, 
a domicile, an address, the residence of the superior magistrates” (p. 9). These magistrates came 
to be known as archons, “those who commanded” (p. 9). The archon maintained or housed the 
arkhē in the arkheion. Thus, “there where things commence” also became “there where men and 
gods command” (p. 9). Thus, the archive became a mechanism of the state. Because the archon 
maintained the archive, they also interpreted the archive. As those who commanded, they also 
made decisions about unification, identification, classification, and consignation. The archon put 
things into order (p. 10), into the state of things. Thus “every archive […] is at once institutive 
and conservative” (p. 12), a technology of the State. While the State may not fund every archive, 
every archive is invested in the state of things. But this is not to say every archive is “bad.” Quite 
the contrary, there are archives that serve an important political role. The Schomburg archive 
addresses the gaps in the archival record created by the African Diaspora. Next, some 
instructions highlight the ordering involved in archiving. 
Visiting the Schomburg Center for Research in Black Culture.  
1.  Schedule an appointment for a date and time with specific materials by filling out the 
online form, but “please schedule at least 2-3 days in advance.” 
2.  Take off of work or set aside time on a Saturday. 
3.  Walk to the northeast corner of 135th and Malcolm X Boulevard. 
4.  Leave your bag and coat at security. You can take a laptop and phone, but no pen. 
5.  Go to the basement because they are renovating the archive. 
6.  Renew your library card because you haven’t used it lately. 
7.  Enter the Jean Blackwell Hutson reading room, the archive’s temporary location. 
8.  Check in with the archivist to receive paperwork to document your photographs. 
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9.  Receive your first box from the archive. 
10. Take your seat at the large table cordoned off from the rest of the reading room. 
11. Notice the demographic disparity between those using the public library’s reading 
room and those visiting the archives.  
12. (Optional) Look up at the paintings above, marvel at Aaron Douglas’ Aspects of 
Negro Life (1934). 
13. Skip lunch to make the most of your appointment. 
14. (Optional) Daydream about being allowed to pack a lunch. 
15. Document photographs taken with the stub of a pencil provided, noting the box and 
folder photographed. 
16. Turn in your documented photography to the archivist, only to hear that you don’t 
know how to appropriately document your photography for historical research. 
17. Go home, eat lunch, and unpack your experience. 
Feeling Vulnerable at the Memorial 
Traditional archives, like the Schomburg, select, classify, and preserve documents to 
maintain a promise about what will be repeated in the future, giving these traditional archives a 
sense of invulnerability. However, vulnerability marked my time at the memorial. Whereas 
traditional archives offer climate control, the sun beats, rain storms shower, and temperatures 
freeze around the memorial. Traditional archives restrict entry to guests, generally requiring an 
appointment with the archivist, but at the memorial mosquitos, birds, and rats come and go 
without making any appointments. Feeling vulnerable at the memorial affects the experience and 
calls for the invention of new knowledge. 
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Time-lapse exposure #2. In the early morning, he left his fourth-floor walk-up in shorts 
and Birkenstock sandals, headed to the memorial with his notebook. He sat at the memorial, and 
the sun had already heated the concrete. The sparrows pecked in the dirt at the remnants of 
breadcrumbs, trying to eat it all before the pigeons caught on to the spread. A pigeon swooped 
in, almost hitting a pedestrian and forcing some of the sparrows to retreat to a nearby bush, the 
bush with all the avian excreta under it. The sun beat down all around him. He looked around 
for shade, but the bushes provided precious little shade. He squirmed in the sun like a 
salamander nearing its end. To make matters worse, the benches had already absorbed the sun’s 
rays, making him feel like a hamburger grilling in the sun. As the heat increased, he struggled to 
keep focused. His pen became slippery with sweat. The buildings became a source of blinding 
light reflecting the sun. Did the city actually construct a suntan reflector around the memorial, 
or was this just an accident? Baking in the sun, he couldn’t help but think about his 
dermatologist’s advice to stay out of the sun. “Seek the shade and avoid outdoor activities 
during the peak sun hours of 10 a.m. to 2 p.m.” But she also suggested avoiding the sun 
altogether. As he succumbed to the heat, he wondered why he was still there. Nothing ever 
happens here. Then, he noticed the swarm of tiny insects gathered above a bush and wondered 
how they fit into the unruly menagerie. He slapped his ankle. Mosquitoes. They hatched from 
eggs in the water left by the New York Transit cleanup crew. Fed up, he left the memorial, 







Figure 7. Hiding in the Shade 
 
(Seth McCall, 2019) 
All of a sudden, dark clouds approached on the horizon. he hoped that he could wrap up 
his notes before the rain. Sprinkles started. But he kept writing. The moisture on the paper 
started to interfere with the pen’s ability to mark the page. The wind kicked up, and he noticed 
the clouds overhead swirling and encroaching into the buffer between earth and sky. He wished 
that he’d brought an umbrella. The downpour quickly intensified. Like it was all that he had to 
his name, he clung the notebook against his chest, using his back to shield it from the rain. 
Taking shelter under a large tree across the street, the rain actually picked up, which hadn’t 







Figure 8. Downpour on Swing Low 
 
(Seth McCall, 2019) 
He wanted to finish his notes, so he ran across the street to hide under the awning at 
Angel of Harlem. The bar’s manager poked his head out to look at the storm and disappeared. 
When he poked his head out again, the manager told him that they needed to retract the awning 
because of all the wind. “Would you like to come in?” Looking drenched and underdressed, the 
manager invited him to wait out the storm inside. Without an adequate alternative, he slinked in 
through the side door. As the music blared and the clientele enjoyed their dinner and drinks, he 
casually tried to wipe off the water dripping off of him.  
When he stepped back outside, the sun was just beginning to set. He found a dry seat at 
the memorial, a tall, slender white man walked by the memorial, stopping as though he was 
waiting for someone to join him. He was talking on his phone about the “magic hour,” 
something about it being cinematographers’ favorite time because of the dramatic changes that 
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happen during the transition from day to night. While it may be magic for cinematographers, it 
was also the time when the rats emerged from their holes to scavenge for food. Their timing 
helped them slip by many pedestrians undetected and evade attempts at photographic 
documentation. He documented the traces they left behind and plotted rat sightings on crudely-
drawn maps. They thrived at the memorial because the police station failed to secure their trash 
and the two trashcans at the memorial often overflowed with trash. Unprotected trash. 
Figure 9. A Rat-ly Feast 
 
(Seth McCall, 2019) 
Some locals avoided the memorial altogether because of the rats. “Ew. No. I don’t even 
go there because those rats are creepy.” As the magic hour passed, he paced in the middle of the 
memorial, too worried to sit down on a planter. He ceded the planters to the rats. He created a 
clumsy portmanteau for rat activity in his notes: rativity. He dreamt of rats. They stood at the 
precipice of his open window, and he awoke gasping for air. Pizza Rat, The Jungle, and 
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Templeton the Rat from Charlotte’s Web, the cartoon not the book. Thinking back to his fifth-
grade class watching on our last day, “A memorial is a veritable smorgasbord-orgasbord-
orgasbord, after the crowds have ceased. Each night, when the lights go out, it can be found, on 
the ground, all around, Oh! What a rat-ly feast!” He read about New York rats, explaining to a 
friend that they can jump four feet horizontally and three feet vertically, survive 40-foot drops, 
and tread water for three days (Rats in New York City, 2019).  
Then, the temperature dropped to nearly freezing. He struggled to decide how much 
clothing he would need. Sweater? Hat? Coat? Gloves? Hand warmers? He tried it all. Now, he 
couldn’t find enough sun. Everywhere he looked, all he could find was shade. He struggled to 
write with gloves. The pen proved difficult to hold. However, as it became increasingly cold, he 
decided that he could live with the sloppy handwriting, maybe even fewer notes, but not without 
the gloves. His legs and hands grew so cold that they hurt. Pins stabbing into his extremities. 
Figure 10. Cold outside Dunkin’ Donuts 
 
(Seth McCall, 2019). 
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It got so cold that he finally gave up and went across the street to Dunkin’ Donuts. The 
fan above their door started blowing air to create a shield against the cold, but he slipped 
through. He ordered a hot tea. Simultaneously, the tea proved too hot to drink and too well 
insulated to warm his hands. 
Audre Lorde's "A Litany for Survival" 
The following turns to Lorde to guide the discussion of vulnerability. After listening to 
Gumbs speak, sitting in front of the Swing Low memorial, my thoughts drifted to Audre Lorde’s 
(1978) “A Litany for Survival.” In the poem, Lorde deals with issues related to vulnerability, 
which seem pertinent at the foot of Tubman. In my thinking about the poem, a gulf develops 
between Lorde’s “us,” “our,” “we,” and my “they” and “them.” To be clear, for Lorde, a “[B]lack, 
lesbian, mother, warrior, poet,” “us” does not refer to white, cis-gendered, men. Lorde addresses 
“those of us who live at the shoreline standing upon the constant edges of decision,” the shoreline 
conjuring an image of a border and a threat of abjection. On the edges may refer to constantly 
having to make difficult decisions or being excluded from significant decisions. Lorde refers to 
those “who cannot indulge the passing dreams of choice.” Indulge conjures images of privilege, 
but, instead, Lorde suggests dreams curtailed, constrained, deferred. Looking at Tubman’s roots 
now, I recall Lorde describing those “imprinted with fear […] learning to be afraid with our 
mother’s milk.” An intergenerational fear. Is it the fear or “the illusion of some safety to be 
found” that is the weapon? “Fear of what?” the reader might wonder. It was “the heavy-footed 
[who] hoped to silence” them. But what was the threat? For Lorde, the threat was existential. “We 
were never meant to survive.” As she progresses, my eyes shift to the police station behind 
Tubman, Lorde explains how they were always afraid. Even in the moments of satiated desire, a 
lingering threat that it all might be taken away or abruptly lost. There was no escape from the fear. 
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However, Lorde points out, “but when we are silent, we are still afraid.” Silence offers no 
salvation from the fear, “[s]o it is better to speak.” Lorde describes learning to live with 
vulnerability, turning the fear of losing an illusory safety into a radical openness to the world. 
Feeling vulnerable at the memorial is a privileged vulnerability, easily escaped. Recalling 
a lecture from Alexis Pauline Gumbs, Lorde seemed appropriate at that moment to unpack the 
disjunction between my own privileged vulnerability and the vulnerability of Black women. 
Harriet Tubman, in particular, and Black women, in general, seemed to experience vulnerability 
with differential effects. That is, Black women are not a monolith. However, given more thought, 
vulnerability proved to be a complex topic, difficult to apprehend. And, mixing in a discussion of 
vulnerability and Black women seemed especially risky, maybe reckless, for a white, male. 
There were the risks of pathologizing, repeating trauma, and casting “the vulnerable” as an inert 
monolith. In an attempt to avoid these pitfalls, Audre Lorde’s “A Litany for Survival” guides this 
discussion. The following sections treat passages from Lorde (1978) as openings for reflections 
on vulnerability as it relates to Swing Low, Harriet Tubman, and Black women. 
“Standing upon the constant edges of decision.” Black women, in general, navigate 
between systems of white supremacy and misogyny. The Combahee River Collective Statement 
(Hull et al., 2015) referred to this as interlocking oppressions. That statement also introduced 
identity politics, a related concept which is addressed later. Building upon the interlocking 
oppressions (Taylor et al., 2017), Crenshaw (1991) developed the concept of intersectionality to 
“better acknowledge and ground the differences among us and negotiate the means by which 
these differences will find expression” in coalition politics” (p. 1299). Collins (2014) developed 
a similar concept in “intersecting oppressions,” but she added “the matrix of domination,” which 
refers to how these intersecting oppressions are organized for social control. In explaining the 
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“web of social control,” Collins (2014) outlined different components: economic, political, and 
ideological. Standing at the edges of interlocking, intersecting, intersections, creates a unique 
vantage point (see discussion of identity politics below).  
Tubman, “the Moses of Her People,” navigated similar interlocking oppressions. In this 
nickname and others like “The Female John Henry,” “The Most of a Man,” “The Modern 
Amazon” (Sernett, 2007), the gender slippage is telling. In some ways, Tubman seemed to 
overwhelm or subvert contemporary ideas about gender. Perhaps her most famous nickname, 
“Moses of Her People,” compares Tubman to the biblical Moses who led the Jews out of 
bondage in Egypt. The nickname stuck. It even appeared in the title of Tubman’s first 
autobiography, published in 1869 (Bradford, 2004). The memorial references this nickname with 
Biblical quotes from Moses on the side of Swing Low. The nickname bends Tubman’s gender. 
Of course, disguises also played an important role in conducting on the Underground Railroad. 
Among her many disguises, Tubman also dressed as a man to avoid suspicion. In other ways, 
Tubman seemed to subscribe to contemporary gender roles. Tubman embraced the role of 
caretaker by returning to the South to free members of her own family. Alison Saar seems to 
address this pressure with the roots trailing behind Swing Low. Rather than setting down roots, 
Tubman carries them with her. Borrowing from the imagery of the family tree, roots also refer to 
ancestors. In which case, Tubman also carries them with her. 
“The heavy-footed hoped to silence us.” The heavy-footed, which connotes power and 
a lack of grace, tried to silence Lorde’s “us.” The issue of silencing resonates with the exercise of 
power and the construction of archives. The African Diaspora uprooted millions from their 
homes, their families, their traditions, and their languages. In the service of white supremacy, 
this upheaval created an archival gap. In the 20th Century, Arturo Schomburg (1925) set to work 
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fixing this gap by creating his own collection, his own archive of the African Diaspora. 
Schomburg (1925) argued that the “American Negro [sic] must remake his [sic] past in order to 
make his [sic] future” (p. 670). Thus, Schomburg identified the problem of the archive as the 
problem of the future. Schomburg expected history to play an important role in the future, 
arguing that “History must restore what slavery took away” (p. 670). And, the archive played an 
integral role in this effort. He claimed, “history has become less a matter of argument and more a 
matter of record” (p. 670). However, even the illustrious Schomburg cannot close a gap as severe 
as that caused by the African Diaspora.  
In the absence of a record, in what the “heavy-footed” hoped was silence, white 
supremacists also set to work constructing a mythology of Black people. The institution of 
slavery sought to disrupt the living archive of traditions. In response to the threat of violence, 
especially sexual violence, Black women protected themselves and their families by developing 
a “culture of dissemblance” (Hine, 1989). White supremacists rehearsed a shifting mythology of 
Black women. Black women played important roles in how whites explained white supremacy. 
Whites constructed a mythology around particular constructs: Jezebel, Mammy, and Sapphire 
(Collins, 2014; Harris-Perry, 2011). These stories reveal more about the storytellers than the 
storied. During slavery, slave owners constructed and disseminated the myth of the over-
sexualized Black woman, the Jezebel. White men used this myth to justify the violence and 
brutality of rape as a mechanism of building wealth (Harris-Perry, 2011). In the years after 
slavery, whites promoted the myth of the Mammy: the happy, beloved, and desexualized Black 
woman. Whites relied on the myth of the Mammy to assuage their guilt about the institution of 
slavery and the continuation of white supremacy through brutal mechanisms of racial terror. At 
the beginning of the Second Reconstruction (Marable, 1984), whites constructed the myth of the 
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Sapphire, a myth that lingers in the “angry Black woman.” In the fight for civil rights, whites 
constructed the Sapphire in an attempt to delegitimize the objections of Black women, 
suggesting they were pushy, aggressive, emasculating, and never satisfied.  
These myths relied on a perception of silence among whites, in which these myths might 
be inserted as a substitute for the complexity of Black women. Black women were never silenced 
(Greenfield-Sanders, 2019; Reid, 2020). They always lived complex lives, but that mattered little 
to whites. Generations later, these myths continue to affect the lives of Black women (Harris-
Perry, 2011; West, 1995). Among white supremacy’s complex archival reverberations, Tubman 
emerged as an exception. However, the tendency to only focus on a handful of exceptional Black 
women like Tubman and Sojourner Truth, can unwittingly contribute to the project of silencing 
Black women by only ever talking about Tubman instead of innumerable other Black women, “a 
kind of multiple jeopardy” (Stetson, 2015, p. 62). The legal concept of double jeopardy suggests 
that a defendant cannot be placed in the jeopardy of a trial more than once for the same offense. 
However, in the case of Black women obscured by history, their memory is jeopardized by 
multiple forms of intersecting oppressions. 
“We were never meant to survive.” In speaking of those who were “never meant to 
survive,” Lorde refers to those subjected to heightened states of vulnerability as if their lives did 
not matter. While the formal institution of slavery in the United States of America ended in 1865, 
slavery did not die. It morphed (Alexander, 2010). It continues to morph. Sharpe (2016) referred 
to this as living in the wake of slavery. Ships, like slave ships, leave wakes behind them. Racism 
involves designating particular bodies to more vulnerability than others. According to Gilmore 
(2007), racism “is the state-sanctioned or extralegal production and exploitation of group-
differentiated vulnerability to premature death” (p. 28). Of course, Black women face racism and 
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entrenched misogyny. Gilmore might suggest that racism requires survival to produce and 
exploit an expendable population. Given the afterlife or wake of slavery and the “group-
differentiated vulnerability” of racism, even in the face of advances made by Black women, 
statistics reveal enduring vulnerabilities. A report published by the Black Women’s Roundtable 
found higher mortality rates for breast cancer and higher rates of maternal death, concluding “no 
woman is more likely to be murdered in America today than a Black woman. No woman is more 
likely to be raped than a Black woman” (Curtis, 2014). However, in this instant, in the afterlife, 
in the wake, against “differentiated vulnerability,” Black women persist and, like Tubman and 
innumerable others, triumph. 
“This instant and this triumph.” In the end, it would be reckless to conclude with the 
vulnerabilities experienced by Black women, without paying attention to those who take up 
Lorde’s challenge. That approach risks pathologizing or objectifying Black women. Despite the 
differentiated vulnerability, Ohito (2020) describes the “mooring of Blackness to bleakness is 
materially and direly consequential for Black people” (p. 213). Instead, Ohito describes 
Blackness as “fraught and full of energy” (p. 213). Ohito (2020) calls to mind Hurston’s (1928) 
refusal, “I am still not tragically colored. There is no great sorrow dammed up in my soul, nor 
lurking behind my eyes. […] I do not weep at the world—I am too busy sharpening my oyster 
knife” (para 6).  
So, it is important to consider the complexity of vulnerability. Sara Ahmed (2014) 
describes vulnerability as a particular way of relating to the world. Black women’s particular 
experience with vulnerability, though a dangerous injustice, opens up a different way of relating 
to the world. The Combahee River Collective might relate this to identity politics. In recent 
years, identity politics has been the subject of scorn and derision (Smith, 2020). However, not 
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surprisingly, many of these critiques fail to appreciate the concept as developed by the 
Combahee River Collective (Smith, 2020; Taylor et al., 2017). Identity politics refers to a 
politics informed by one’s identity. It does not preclude but informs solidarity projects. Identity 
politics involves an alchemy of vulnerability. In a blog post addressing Beyonce’s Homecoming, 
Joshundra Sanders (2019) describes the alchemy performed by Black women with vulnerability. 
While these concepts did not exist in the 19th century, Harriet Tubman fits into this tradition. 
These ideas about the alchemy of vulnerability inform social movements like #blackgirlmagic 
and artistic movements like black aesthetics. 
“Seeking a now that can breed/futures.” Perhaps because of the unique archival 
dilemmas, this proves to be fertile territory for experimentation with archives (Belle et al., 2020). 
Schomburg addressed the archival dilemmas wrought by the transatlantic slave trade that created 
the African Diaspora. Confident in the power of history, Schomburg addressed white supremacy 
by attempting to correct the record with an archive dedicated to the African Diaspora. Nearly a 
century later, even though his collection developed into a world-renowned archive, the archival 
dilemmas remain. While recording and celebrating Tubman is necessary work, it is insufficient 
to stop there. Historiographically, focusing on the exceptional risks overlooking others, skewing 
the archives toward the exceptional or privileged (Stetson, 2015). Black aestheticism attempted 
to redress this tendency in art by focusing on the aesthetics of everyday Blackness (Neal, 1968). 
Besides skewed archives, others address the fragmentary state of archives. Hartman draws on 
these fragments through critical fabulation, “flattening the levels of narrative discourse and 
confusing narrator and speakers, […] to illuminate the contested character of history, narrative, 
event, and fact, to topple the hierarchy of discourse, and to engulf authorized speech in the clash 
of voices.” (Hartman, 2008, p. 12). Through critical fabulation, Hartman addressed the abyss of 
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the slave trade (2008) and the radicalism of Black women (2019). Some archives never get the 
recognition of their status as archives. For example, Tina Campt (2012) turned to the common 
family album languishing in attics and cellars. Rarely considered historically significant, these 
hidden archives often end up in the trash. However, Campt relied on these archives to study the 
Windrush generation, the first generation of Caribbean migrants who rebuilt England after World 
War II. Other scholars focus on the overlooked documents in archives. Following the exchange 
of the Virgin Islands between Denmark and the United States, the Danes removed their colonial 
archives from the Virgin Islands. For years, Virgin Islanders lost access to these archives. While 
Danes enjoyed access to these archives, the stories Danes told about their colonial past differed 
significantly to the stories told by Virgin Islanders (Belle, 2019). La Vaughn Belle addressed the 
wake of this colonial relationship by drawing attention to one particular story. In I Am Queen 
Mary, Belle used overlooked archival materials to construct a monument to the Black women 
who played an integral role in the “Fireburn” labor revolt of 1878. Others address the 
problematic archive informed by stereotypes and white supremacy. While Schomburg identified 
the archival dilemma nearly a century ago, Black women continue to experiment with new 
approaches to address their unique archival dilemmas.  
Vulnerability is complex. However, Black women’s experience with vulnerability affords 
them an important vantage point. Attempts to silence Black women and construct myths about 
them contribute to archival dilemmas created by the transatlantic slave trade and the resulting 
African Diaspora. Given their experience with the interlocking oppressions (Hull et al., 2015) of, 
at least, racism and misogyny, Black women face troubling statistics that indicate an increased 
vulnerability to “premature death” (Gilmore, 2007). However, the alchemy performed with this 
undue vulnerability informs social movements. Perhaps as a result of this vulnerability, Black 
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women scholars frequently experiment with archives. Their work, when plugged into Alison 
Saar’s Swing Low, might suggest a different kind of archive.  
A Different Kind of Archive 
The previous section unpacked a complex relationship with vulnerability, which led to 
some important contributions regarding archives. Experiencing group-differentiated vulnerability 
in the midst of interlocking oppressions created dire statistics, but it also provided the base for an 
alchemical process. Combined with archival dilemmas, the alchemy of vulnerability prompted 
significant experimentation with archives. Bringing these archival conversations back to Saar’s 
Swing Low, this archive does something different from other archives. In contrast to the 
previously mentioned archive of invulnerability, Swing Low infuses the archive with 
vulnerability, creating significant consequences. 
Time-lapse exposure #3. In the early afternoon, Laurel sat at the memorial with his 
notebook. He noticed the trash first. He wanted to clean it up, but he wondered what that said 
about him, his childhood in the suburbs, his willingness to live with consumerism just not its 
consequences. As he contemplated picking up the trash at the memorial, someone sat down near 
him on the bench, a Black woman. She too had a notebook, but she was drawing in her notebook. 
They sat quietly in parallel experiences at the memorial. Imani brought these parallels together 
by asking,  
“Have you seen the movie yet?” 
“Um. Harriet? 
“Yeah.” 
“No, not yet. I’m looking forward to it.” Laurel would not actually get around to seeing 




“Was it good?” 
“I mean, yeah. It was a well-made film, and it brings her story to a larger audience. And, 
it celebrates a Black woman in a big budget film.” 
Laurel paused, waiting for the other shoe to drop. 
“People always talk about the same things. It’s an important story, but there are other 
stories to tell. I don’t know. It feels wrong to say it, especially here.” 
“No, I think I understand what you mean.” 
“It also changes what I think about this statue. You know? I find myself thinking about 
Harriet in the movie. It’s difficult to think about this statue without the movie now. What was I 
thinking about before the movie? I guess it’ll change at some point. It’s just on my mind now. 
That’s all.” 
The two sit quietly as pedestrians walked by. Laurel taking notes. Imani drawing in her 
notebook. A group of pedestrians stop for a group selfie. When they leave, a buff white man, 
straight from the gym, poses for a selfie right in front of the monument, repurposing the space in 
front of the monument. An M10 bus heads south along Frederick Douglass Boulevard with an 
advertisement for the Manhattan Credit Union. The advertisement promises, “a loan for every 
dream.” Juxtaposed with the memorial, Laurel’s mind slips away, thinking about redlining and 
its afterlife, wondering if Tubman ever got “a loan for every dream.”  
Imani interrupts his daydreaming.  
“It’s a shame about the $20 bill.” 
“Yeah. I was looking forward to that.” 
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The federal government had just reneged on their commitment to put Tubman on the $20 
bill. The Treasury Secretary announced the plan to delay the move in order to focus on “anti-
counterfeiting” crimes. There was a subtext about the protection of whiteness and inherited 
wealth that Laurel couldn’t quite name. A bus passed by, another M10, this one headed north 
with an advertisement for Flipping the Block, a television show about prominent women in home 
renovation competing against one another by flipping homes on the same block. As the 
advertisement floated behind Tubman, Laurel wondered about gentrification and the long game 
of disinvestment, the settler colonial dream of an infinite frontier created through strategic 
disinvestment. 
Laurel turned to Imani. 
“You know they created a stamp, so you can stamp Harriet over top of Jackson on the 
$20 bill.” 
“Really? That’s wild.” 
“Yeah.” Laurel did not admit that he had already ordered the stamp. He had already 
practiced with it, stamping the few $20 bills he came across with mixed alignment. Some were 
quite good, but others quite monstrous.  
A cab driver stomped on their brakes as they stopped at the intersection. The breaks 
didn’t sound right. It sounded like something loose or something grinding under the car.  
Imani asked Laurel, 
“Do you ever think of hypnotic suggestion when you sit here?” 
Laurel shifted his attention from the cab back to their conversation. “No. Not really.” 
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“You sit here. Looking at Tubman, drawing, writing poetry, whatever. Then, all of a 
sudden something distracts you from Tubman. But your mind is like a grilled cheese sandwich. 
You peel it apart, but something sticks.” 
As Imani explained her grilled cheese suggestion, Laurel looked at the advertisement on 
top of the cab, His Dark Materials. He wondered what the television show or movie was about. 
Who was he? What are the dark materials? He wondered about the connection between His 
Dark Materials and Tubman. All the faces in the advertisement looked white, but he couldn’t 
really tell. They were kind of small. 
Figure 11. M10 Heads South 
 
(Seth McCall, 2019) 
Laurel responded to Imani, “Yeah. A lot of times, I’m looking at the monument. Then, 
something catches my attention. Then, I’m looking at something else and adding Tubman to it.” 
“Yeah. That’s what I mean. You’re lulled into your thoughts about Tubman, then, 
‘Wham.’ You’re hit by another idea that makes you think differently about Tubman.”   
A bicyclist, a young man on a CITI bike, pedaled through the triangle with no hands.  
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Imani added, “It’s a shame about what happened to that Barnard student.” 
“Yeah. It’s a heartbreaking story.” 
“It’s generated quite the response from the police, the politicians, and the media. You’d 
think no one had died here in years.” 
“What do you mean?” 
“There’s something about a young, white woman experiencing violence that’s different—
especially when the accused are Black.” 
“There’s a lot of talk of ‘the bad old days.’” Laurel gestured air quotes with his hands.  
“It’s a shock to the system. But some people die without shocking the system.” 
Workers from New York City Transit approached the memorial carrying cones. 
Figure 12. Cleaning the Grates 
 
(Seth McCall, 2019) 
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“Do you feel safe?” 
“Do I feel safe?” 
They set their cones around the subway grates. 
“Yeah. Like, do you feel safe in Harlem today?” 
“Do I feel safe in Harlem?” 
Imani and Laurel took the cue and relocated to separate benches. Imani sat on the north 
bench. Laurel sat on the east bench. Their decision made conversation more difficult, but so did 
the workers. The workers removed the grates. Two men climbed down there with shovels while 
two other men pulled pipes out of their truck next to the memorial. They connected the pipes to 
create a giant vacuum, which they lowered into the subway to vacuum debris that slipped 
through the grates. While four men worked, there were two others. One, in plain clothes, 
watched over the group, but he also inspected the monument. Another man, in work clothes, 
towered over the others. He was a tall, bald, white man with a significant gut. He wore glasses 
that looked like they were from the 1980s. A hipster in Brooklyn might pull them off, but, on him, 
they made him look dated. He stared at women, all of them Black women, as they walked by. He 
stared and licked his lips. Laurel couldn’t tell if the licking of the lips was voluntary or 
involuntary. Laurel wondered if he was a serial rapist, recently released from prison. Then, 
Laurel wondered if this was just an average man on the street. As the vacuum turned on, 
conversation became impossible, the leering man turned his eyes on Imani. And he licked his 
lips. When Imani noticed, she closed her notebook and walked away. But Laurel didn’t notice, 
distracted by the enormous industrial vacuum, until she had already disappeared. He wondered 
about how she might answer the question. He looked at the man. Then, he squinted up at 
Tubman, the sun setting behind her. 
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An Archive of Vulnerability 
Given these incursions into and out of Swing Low, some readers might question whether 
the memorial actually is an archive. Of course, there are good reasons why the reader might 
doubt my claim about Swing Low being an archive. Buckley (2008) studied images of archives in 
popular culture, finding archives bound up with the “protection of truth,” closed off spaces, 
massive and byzantine collections of records, and tied up in the search for truth. The 
conventional image of the archive in popular culture seems bound up with the archive of 
invulnerability.  
However, the archive of invulnerability is in some ways a uniquely Western construction. 
Archives and ocularcentrism share a long history. Even before the conventional archive, cabinets 
of curiosity privileged the visual by concealing different, often colonial, oddities inside a cabinet 
(MacLure, 2013; Giannachi, 2016). Later, conventional archives maintained this ocularcentrism, 
becoming the designated place to see important records. Following the advent of the printing 
press, the production of text-based documents exploded (Resnais, 1956). As a result, archives 
became the repositories of large collections of text-based documents. Text, it seemed, provided a 
stable ground for knowledge production. Briet (2006) suggests that a document might be 
something more, including photographs of stars, stones in a museum, and animals in a zoo  
(p. 10). 
Outside the West, archives followed a different trajectory. For example, in West Africa, 
leaders entrusted their pasts to griots, who maintained a record of the past in their bodies, an oral 
tradition. In Egypt, pharaohs documented their past through architecture: walls, statues, reliefs, 
and huge monuments. In the South, freedom quilts emerged as a coded language intended to 
guide escaped slaves out of bondage. Each of these offer a different sense of medium, resulting 
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in a different archive. Unlike these approaches, the archive of invulnerability determines access, 
organization, and climate. On the other hand, the archive of vulnerability opens to the immediate 
environment.  
While others might turn to multimodality (Siegel, 1995, 2006) or sensuous scholarship 
(Gershon, 2011; Stoller, 1997) to unravel the difference between these types of archives, 
returning to the concept of vulnerability (Ahmed, 2014), this section settles on the immediate. 
The archive of invulnerability expels the immediate, while the archive of vulnerability remains 
open to the immediate. Immediation, as developed by Massumi (2017), Manning (2019), and 
Manning et al. (2019), focuses on the immediate event. Massumi suggests that the “idea is that 
whatever is real makes itself felt in some way, and whatever makes itself felt has done so as part 
of an event” (Manning et al., 2019, p. 275). Immediation entails the sensuous and the non-
sensuous, which is important because that which is no longer present and that which has not yet 
present are non-sensuous. According to Massumi (2017), “So is the immediate future that the 
event tends toward, following the momentum it has inherited from the immediate past” (p. 85). 
One might think of immediation as the “past bumping against the future in the present” 
(Manning et al., 2019, p. 276).  By focusing on the immediate, the archive of vulnerability 
attunes with accumulation (Rubin, 1993; Saar & Saar, 2018), opening up space to create new 
knowledge, destabilizing settled knowledge. 
(Un)Settled Knowledge 
Having explored how an archive like Swing Low might be different from traditional 
archives, this section explores how the archive of vulnerability relates to knowledge differently 
than the archive of invulnerability. At Swing Low, remnants of the disjunction between 
mediation and immediation linger: informational signs, tour guides, and background knowledge 
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get between the visitor and the monument. While mediation relies on preconceived categories to 
mediate experience, immediation refers to “immediately lived relation” (Massumi, 2011, p. 73). 
The implications of this disjunction strike to the core of knowledge. Settled knowledge mediates. 
At the memorial, the informational sign, constructed by the NYC Parks Department, mediates 
the monument much like a gallery description might mediate a gallery installation. The 
informational sign attempts to get between the visitor and the monument to explain what the 
English-reading visitor is supposed to understand about the memorial. This section refers to 
knowledge as settled to emphasize the static assumptions of knowledge, taken up in more detail 
elsewhere (Ellsworth, 2005). While the informational sign foregrounds settled knowledge, as if it 
is a necessary supplement, the monument itself engages with a politics of immediation 
(Manning, 2019a). The monument relates to its surroundings without the mediation of language, 
knowledge, or history. Like the freedom quilts at its plinth, some visitors may see an 
aesthetically-pleasing object while others feel something more, relating to the memorial 
differently. As such, through immediation, this section considers how Swing Low unsettles 
knowledge. 
Settled Knowledge: Mediating the Monument 
At the memorial, settled knowledge emerges from several sources to mediate the 
monument. Particular sources at the memorial disseminate settled knowledge. The following 
paragraphs explore these sources of settled knowledge around the memorial. 
While Alison Saar de-emphasized settled knowledge in her design of the monument, after 
its completion, the NYC Parks department installed signs addressing the monument. Like the 
gallery descriptions explaining art to gallery visitors, these signs help to make sense of the 
monument for visitors. To be specific, the NYC Parks Department installed four signs: two signs 
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repeat warnings, “DO NOT FEED THE ANIMALS” and “Please keep out of planted areas,” one 
sign names the memorial “HARRIET TUBMAN MEMORIAL,” and another offers information 
about the monument. Of these signs, the informational sign is the clearest example of settled 
knowledge. 
The informational sign, posted with NYC Parks Department seal, offers the literate, 
English-reader a resource with settled knowledge regarding Tubman. The first paragraph 
provides some biographical facts (e.g., years of life, life’s work), details regarding the sculpture 
(e.g., intersection and materials), and a statement from Frederick Douglass, seeming to vouch for 
Harriet Tubman’s historical significance. Douglass apparently claimed that other than John 
Brown, “no one who has willingly encountered more perils and hardships to serve our enslaved 
peoples.” The sign uses the words of a Black man who justifies Tubman by comparing her to a 
White man, whom the sign indicates was just a little bit better, presumably because he was 
executed. 
The second paragraph offers even more settled knowledge regarding Tubman like when 
she was born and when she escaped. It describes Tubman as “dedicated to helping slaves find 
their way to freedom in non-slaveholding communities.” The passage simultaneously makes 
Tubman sound like someone offering directions and makes slavery sound like something 
practiced by individual “communities,” instead of half the United States. It explains how 
Tubman settled in Philadelphia before moving to Canada, but it does not explain that she moved 
to Canada as a refugee fleeing the enactment of the Fugitive Slave Act of 1850, a law recognized 
throughout the United States. It explains how she “guided scores” of enslaved people to freedom 
“at great personal risk.” It also notes that she served as a scout, spy, and nurse during the Civil 
War. It describes how she settled in Auburn, New York, where she campaigned for “equal rights 
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for women and African Americans” and founded the “Harriet Tubman Home for the Aged.” The 
wording, “equal rights for women and African Americans,” is interesting because it separates the 
two groups, erasing African American women in the process. According to this paragraph, at her 
burial, she received semi-military honors, but it does not explain why she only received partial 
honors. In fact, the sign seems to indicate that this was an honor, rather than discrimination. 
The next paragraph shifts to the sculpture, explaining that Saar “depicted Tubman not as 
the conductor of the Underground Railroad but as the train itself, an unstoppable locomotive.” In 
her wake, the sign describes “the roots of slavery pulled up.” In explaining the dress, this 
paragraph likens Saar’s “anonymous passengers” with West African “passport masks.” Finally, 
this paragraph explains the quilt patterns along the plinth as “depicting events in Tubman’s life 
and traditional quilting patterns.” It mentions nothing of the freedom quilt tradition.  
The final paragraph describes the different organizations involved in “landscaping the 
formerly barren traffic triangle.” In the context of settler colonialism and gentrification, “barren” 
becomes an interesting word choice. Designed by Quennell Rothschild and constructed by URS, 
“the roughly hewn granite [creates] a natural setting” with plants native to New York and 
Maryland, representing the territories through which Tubman traveled. According to the final 
paragraph, this setting provides “a quiet contemplative space in which to consider Tubman’s 
legacy.”  
In the warmer months, tour guides, especially on the weekend, lead groups through the 
memorial. The groups ranged in size and preferred language, but there was one regular tour 
guide, a Black woman, with a practiced routine around the memorial. She discussed the $20 bill 
controversy, white abolitionists along the Underground Railroad, the monument facing south and 
the controversy that followed, and the artist’s family. whenever she was planning to transition 
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away from the monument because she would compare bodegas to gas stations and ask if the 
tourists would buy their groceries at a gas station before explaining the food deserts of Harlem. 
Locals might hear her explanation of the memorial and dismiss the guide’s routine. However, 
under the pressure of, “So, what’s the statue about?” anyone can become a de facto tour guide. 
At that point, the routine makes much more sense. 
Sometimes, the knowledge comes from within. Different subjects brought different 
knowledge to the memorial. The rats and birds seemed to know nothing of Harriet Tubman, but 
they knew the space around the memorial well. Babies and infants also seemed to know very 
little of Harriet Tubman, but many seemed transfixed by the monument and its imposing 
characteristics. Children and adults approached the monument with varying degrees of 
background knowledge. Some visitors stopped to read the informational sign, likely collecting 
more settled knowledge. However, settled knowledge mediates interactions with the memorial.  
Background knowledge. He recognized her when she sat down on the east planter. It 
was the regular tour guide. She often walked through the memorial with a hodgepodge of 10 to 
20 tourists on Saturdays in the early afternoon. She passed through so frequently that he came to 
know her rhythm and routine. Controversy over the $20 bill. Controversy over facing the South. 
“Would you buy groceries from a gas station?” But now, she seemed tired as she unloaded a 
canvas bag from her shoulder. She let out a heavy sigh.  
“Do you know who Harriet Tubman is?” 
Perplexed, he responded affirmatively. “Uh. Yeah. I mean, yes, I do. Why?”   
“Well, I’m a tour guide. You might be surprised how many folks don’t know her.” 
The tour guide removes one of her sandals and rubs the bottom of her foot.  
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“I retired from teaching a few years back. I guide tours for fun, not really for the money. 
But their lack of background knowledge can be frustrating. I didn’t expect it to be this much 
teaching.” She releases an uncomfortable laugh, fused with exhaustion and nervous energy.  
As they walk south together, a little girl asks her grandmother, “What’s that?”  
Her grandmother explains, “That’s Harriet Tubman.”  
“What’s that?”  
The grandmother, perhaps surprised by the insistent questioning responds, “That’s her 
name.” They continue south. 
“Is it necessary?” 
“Background knowledge?” 
“Yeah. What happens if they don’t have it?” 
“Well. Some of them figure it out. I don’t know if they’re using their maps, they see the 
sign, or they just know her history.” 
A bus wheezes to a stop behind her, an advertisement with Kelly Clarkson pasted upon it.  
“Others say ignorant, borderline offensive stuff. So, I try to head that off with the lecture 
about her.” 
“That’s terrible. It must be difficult to be a tour guide.” 
“There’s a lot of ignorance. So, I’m trying to fix that, you know?” He nods his head in 
affirmation. “But some days it’s just too much. The ignorance wins sometimes.” She lets out a 
louder laugh and wipes a tear from her eye, and it’s unclear whether the tear came from 
disappointment or laughter.  




“Like, maybe that’s work that they need to do.” 
“Most of these people are on vacation. I don’t think they’re doing any homework.” 
“Yeah. But maybe you’re putting too much pressure on yourself. Maybe they aren’t ready 
to know. Maybe that’s not what the memorial is about. Right?” 
“You know. I have thought about that. A few weeks back, I thought about taking the 
memorial off my route. It’s too emotional. It’s too important. If they don’t know about Harriet 
Tubman, the Harriet Tubman, it’s just too disappointing.” 
As they speak a family of three approaches the monument. The preadolescent son asks, 
“What’s that?” His father doesn’t respond. His mother asks, “Should we see if it has a name?” 
They look around. The son is not looking around. He’s only looking at the monument. His 
mother resounds, “Ah!” When she notices her son is not paying attention, she asks, “Should we 
see?” The boy seems uninterested as his mother reads aloud, “Famous…”  
The tour guide makes eye contact with him as the family reads some of the informational 
signs before continuing south. Without words, she tells him, “I told you. They don’t get it.” 
“Maybe this is where their interest in Harriet Tubman begins. Maybe they feel the need 
to learn more because of the monument.” 
“I doubt it. Maybe. I just don’t see it.” 
“But then again, maybe the memorial isn’t for them. Like the freedom quilts.” He points 
at the patterns along the plinth. “Some things aren’t for everyone.” 
She laughs to herself. “Yeah. Maybe.” She seems unconvinced. We sit quietly as the 
world passes by around us.  
A young mother walking her son north. The little boy asks, “What’s that?” 
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The grandmother returns from across the street with the little girl. Now, they’re walking 
north. The grandmother, carrying the little girl, says, “Someone put flowers in that hand. 
Someone put flowers in that hand.” 
Figure 13. Tubman with Flowers at Swing Low 
 
(Seth McCall, 2019) 
Their eyes meet one last time, as the tour guide loads up her canvas bag on her shoulder, 
nods, and trudges north. 
Settled Knowledge as Mediator 
Settled knowledge, in order to mediate, gets between the monument and particular 
visitors. The signs and the guides deploy settled knowledge to make sure particular visitors 
receive the appropriate outcome, coming to the right conclusion. However, these are only 
particular visitors who pay for the tour or who can read English.  
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Settled knowledge as an arbiter relies on a settler colonial conception of knowledge, in 
which knowledge becomes the raw material. Under a settler colonial regime, raw materials are 
meant to be extracted and harvested for the use and enjoyment of individuals. Knowledge, then, 
is extracted from the environment. In the race for accumulation, extracted knowledge becomes 
warehoused in the brain as archive. 
As a mediator, settled knowledge attempts explication, explaining exactly what the 
visitor should get out of their experience with the monument. In this way, the explicative order 
pursues the equality of knowledge (Rancière, 1991). In doing so, settled knowledge as a 
mediator indicates who and what matters. In the case of the memorial, it speaks to only those 
with a command of a certain language. In addition, it speaks only to what it can explain, 
narrowing the lesson. In setting equality of knowledge as the end, it sets up a hierarchy of good 
and bad students. The good students get the lesson and obtain the settled knowledge from the 
memorial. While the bad students miss the point, taking some other knowledge away from the 
experience. However, in order to explain, settled knowledge relies on inert facts. 
Of course, not all knowledge is easily extractable. Some knowledge proves too anarchic 
for the archive. As it is not easily commodified, settled knowledge as a mediator marginalizes in-
extractable knowledge. It simply holds no value if it cannot be extracted. As a result, settled 
knowledge as a mediator favors the extractable because it simply cannot speak or put language to 
the in-extractable knowledge. 
Unsettling Knowledge 
Setting up settled knowledge as a mediator mistakes knowledge for settled business. The 
entire project falls prey to the fallacy of misplaced concreteness (Whitehead, 1979). While the 
world may appear to be a stable, ordered place, it is actually in flux. Knowledge, too, is in flux. 
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According to Whitehead (1967a), all “knowledge is conscious discrimination of objects 
experienced. […] And all knowledge is derived from, and verified by, direct intuitive 
observation” (p. 177). Knowledge, then, comes from conscious decisions made based on 
experience. In this case, knowledge is emergent with experience, not settled. Rather than some 
decontextualized nuggets to mine from the world, knowledge “is always accompanied with 
accessories of emotion and purpose” (p. 4). Creating knowledge, rather than a passive process of 
reception, involves an adventure infused with emotion and purpose. Finally, knowledge keeps 
like fish (Whitehead, 1967b, p. 98). That is to say, knowledge spoils. Attempts to extract and 
preserve settled knowledge fail to appreciate the decomposition at work. Rather, knowledge must 
be created anew from inherited materials. 
The work of pedagogy stands in contrast to the explication of settled knowledge. Instead 
of increasingly ingenious strategies to get settled knowledge into heads, “the job of pedagogy is 
to destroy knowledge in order to acknowledge the experience of the learning self” (Ellsworth, 
2005, p. 165). However, previously created knowledge is not abandoned, in fact it is honored 
“because it is merely half-living” (p. 164). However, as a half-living entity, knowledge is 
insufficient for sustenance. Pedagogy, then, becomes the provocation or the “call to invention” 
(p. 165). The job of pedagogy, rather than deciding how best to get between the monument and 
the visitor, “is to aggressively tear knowing out of the past” (p. 164). Rather than a mediated 
experience with settled knowledge, this call to invention with the half-living, half-dead 





While knowledge flows from multiple sources to mediate experience at the memorial, 
immediate experiences at the memorial exceed settled knowledge. In fact, clinging to knowledge 
can get in the way of the immediate. Immediation—the immediate experience—at the memorial 
includes sensuous and non-sensuous perception. Sensuous perception entails a subject in contact 
with an object, sensing through an amalgamation of sense organs. However, immediate 
experience also includes non-sensuous perception. Non-sensuous perception entails a virtual 
presence, rather than an actual presence. A past or a future may come to bear on an event without 
actually being present. The following paragraphs explore these sensuous and non-sensuous 
perceptions contributing to immediate experience at the memorial where past bumps into the 
future in the present. 
In describing immediation as the “immediate lived relation” of an event, it might seem to 
be a de-historicizing move. Perhaps it seems as though the immediate overlooks the past. Quite 
to the contrary, the past returns. However, like the ghosts of Derrida (2006), the past enters as 
non-sensuous. Subjects access the past through non-sensuous perception (Manning, 2019a). 
Through the force of the past (Manning et al., 2019, p. 277), it returns in the immediate. Without 
ever meeting her, Harriet Tubman returns, non-sensuous perception through stories told about 
Tubman. Similarly, through non-sensuous perception, stories of Harlem, stories of my own, 
innumerable stories enter the event. Knowledge is a component of the immediate, but it does not 
mediate the event. Even though it eludes sense perception, through the force of the past, the past 
returns. 
Some suggest that history repeats itself. Others argue that the present actually rhymes 
with the past. Regardless of how carefully you study history, the past affects the future. There is 
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a tendency to let the past impose itself upon the future (Manning et al., 2019, p. 281). Many 
assume that the future will look much like the past. However, this is merely a facile comparison 
that relies on overlooking difference. If the future were foretold, archives and archival 
experimentation from Hartman, Belle, Campt, and Gumbs would be unnecessary. If the future 
were foretold, it might not matter what people do with archives. At the memorial, the future of 
the memorial, the future of Harriet Tubman, the future of Harlem, and my own future merged 
with the present. 
While focusing on the immediate may seem to overlook the past and the future, both the 
past and the future exercise a force in the present. The past and the future merge in the 
immediate present to create an actual event. Unlike the past and the future, which are purely non-
sensuous perception, the immediate present includes sensuous perception. So, with the merging 
past and future, the immediate present includes non-sensuous and sensuous perception. 
Mediation relies on established categories, making decisions about what, in the present, is 
important. Immediation, however, opens to everything in the immediate event, attuning to the 
potential. Through sensuous perception, the immediate, which adds to the past and the future, 
includes the memorial’s design, Saar’s design of the monument, and all the happenstance, too 
minor to exhaustively list. 
A Past Bumping into a Future in a Present 
Time had already slipped out of joint. Following the death of Tessa Majors in 
Morningside Park, commentators and commenters had already started to make comparisons to 
“the bad old days.” When New Yorkers talk about “the bad old days,” time has already slipped 
out of joint. The past reappears in a grotesque form. New Yorkers, especially Post readers, are 
referring to murders, rapes, and the dreaded “squeegee men.” The squeegee men, as the New 
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York Post will periodically remind its readers, were the homeless people too eager to wash 
windshields for remuneration at intersections in Manhattan. It’s unclear whether their primary 
transgression is aggression or the reminder of homelessness itself. 
Majors, the Barnard College freshman, died in Morningside Park after a mugging gone 
wrong in December 2019. She died on the boundary between the Morningside Heights of 
Columbia University and the Harlem of Swing Low: Harriet Tubman Memorial. While tears fell 
in Morningside Heights, the “boots on the ground” landed in Harlem, as the police presence 
spiked with “the bad old days” apparently at the gate.  
Three days later, as I left my apartment to visit the memorial, I stumbled upon a man 
shooting up in front of my building. Was this “the bad old days?” With his back turned, peering 
out my building’s shatter-proof front door window, I pegged him as a young man, white, in a 
white t-shirt. I didn’t know he was shooting up yet. I exited and looked at him as I passed. 
Without stopping, I saw the needle, I saw the arm, I didn’t need to see the damage done. I 
continued. By the time I made it down the street, I felt like I might be bordering on full-blown 
paranoia, worrying about the safety of the (white) mothers with their (white) daughters, talking 
with a Black man. I assumed the Black man was the lookout for the man at my place. I worried 
about these women. As the whole group moved back toward my building, they seemed to be 
walking into a compromising position. I watched as I walked back home. As I passed the man 
with the needle and opened the front door, he seemed annoyed with me. Growning, he mumbled 
in my direction, like a harrowing Oscar the Grouch, but I kept walking. Inside the building, I 
picked up my package, returned to my apartment, and opened the package with a pocketknife. 
With the pocketknife in hand, I thought of the man at my door. Then, I carried the pocketknife 
with me to the memorial. But like ghosts, they had disappeared. 
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As I sat at the memorial, wondering if the NYPD had cracked the case every time they 
flashed their lights and sped through the intersection, I looked at the monument. Bronze on 
Chinese granite, 13-feet tall (Ater, 2019). On the plinth, freedom quilt patterns told Tubman’s 
story. Tubman, in a head wrap, plain shirt, and a long dress with a petticoat, leaned forward to 
evoke forward movement, her force reiterated by the roots trailing behind her. Uprooted or 
uprooting? (Saar, 2018). The artist’s roots include her mother, an artist famous for her 
assemblage art. I looked at Tubman’s face. It wasn’t necessarily a photorealist portrait, but the 
eyes were haunting. She faces south, because we know her for returning south (Saar, 2018). As I 
looked into her face, I wondered about what she thought of all of these events. In that moment, 
time slipped out of joint. Amid the bustle of a typical Saturday at the memorial, a ghost 
appeared. Traditional scholars may not talk about ghosts. It’s immature, irrational, illogical. 
Delusional. The reader might be picturing someone in a white sheet with eye holes cut out or a 
hazy appearance of a human figure. This ghost was neither. Simultaneously present and not 
present. It was like standing at the front door and sensing someone on the other side, moving, 
shifting weight, waiting. I couldn’t see them, and they did not knock or ring the bell. But I still 
could sense them on the other side of the door, looking through the peephole, watching. It was 
the ghost of Harriet Tubman. She said nothing, but I felt her piercing eyes. She demanded 
justice, and I felt a responsibility. 
Under my feet, the train rumbled and an NYPD SUV accelerated through the 
intersection, lights flashing. And, with that, the ghost seemed to vanish. Like the assemblage art 
of her mother, Saar’s rendering of Tubman’s dress revealed a collection of objects, impressions 
on the body. On the dress, Saar includes faces of others and objects encountered along the way. 
These impressions folded into Tubman, becoming part of her, the body’s archive. Swing Low 
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drifted into my mind. It was purported to be Tubman’s favorite song (Saar, 2018). A band of 
angels blazing across the sky swinging their chariot low to rescue from the toil and turmoil of 
the immediate present. A better future awaits. Here or in the hereafter? A different kind of 
specter appeared now, a vision of the future. It was a virtual Harriet Tubman from the future. 
She looked like Cynthia Erivo. She said nothing, but I wondered what had become of Tubman in 
the future. She had already become a bankable box office action hero. Would she suffer the same 
fate as Dr. King? Had she already? Or, did King suffer a fate like Tubman? Would she be used 
to tell a sanitized story that buffered white people from critical reflection? Would she be used to 
smear her contemporaries who stayed, those who exercised a different kind of power, a different 
kind of force of life? Would the great person of history serve to denigrate the crowd? Would she 
wear the pink hat of feminism in the future? Would she fall prey to the Disney-ification of the 
past, like Pocahontas? Would she tell white people a happy story about slavery? It begins to 
sprinkle. An M10 bus heads north with an OKLAHOMA! advertisement. Then, I’m transported 
to the opening scenes from The Watchmen, the Tulsa race riot, and an all-Black performance of 
OKLAHOMA! “Oh, What a Beautiful Mornin.’” A rat appears in the northern planter, eating 
crumbs. I try to photograph it, but it scurries into the bushes as I approach. An umbrella blows 
down the street, and I walk home pondering the past and the future in the present.  
Alchemical Adventures 
There are those who take up the call to invention with these half-living, settled 
knowledges. While settled knowledge suggested what particular archives meant, they saw 




Common sense and the masses of collections languishing in attics suggest that family 
photography means a great deal to families, but, unless someone is famous, they are relatively 
historically insignificant. Campt (2012) upends this settled knowledge by studying the minute 
details in her own family photography and the massive collections earmarked for destruction in 
England. Rather than refuse, she uses these massive collections of family photography to tell the 
story of the Black Diaspora and Windrush generation in England, the enterprising African-
Caribbean migrants who rebuilt and transformed England in the aftermath of World War II.  
Following the transfer of ownership of the Virgin Islands from Denmark to the United 
States, Denmark removed their colonial archives from the Virgin Islands, spiriting them away for 
preservation in Denmark. For generations, Denmark preserved these records of their business in 
their territory with little regard for the people of the Virgin Islands. When Belle, a Virgin 
Islander, obtained access, she found stories typically overlooked by Danish historians. Within the 
racist colonial archive, Belle uncovered the story of women who played an integral role in the 
“Fireburn” labor revolts of 1878 (iamqueenmary.com/history). Belle and Ehlers (2018) created I 
Am Queen Mary as a monument to remind Danes of their past colonial transgressions and Virgin 
Islanders of their past. Through this project and others like Trading Post, Wall Rubbings, and 
Archival Dialectics, Belle (2019) foregrounds “invisibilized labor and foundations of colonial 
societies” (p. 130). In doing so, Belle attempts to “record the unremembered” because “to 
imagine a future, one must reconstitute the elements of the inextricable pastpresent” (p. 130). 
Having long found the paucity of archival records dedicated to Black women troubling 
(Hartman, 2008), Hartman (2019) turns her attention toward the archive of social work. 
Recognizing the problematic nature of the archive of early 20th century social work, Hartman 
(2019) uses the archived material as a springboard for “beautiful experiments.” From the archive 
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of racist settled knowledge on outcasts, rejects, and miscreants, Hartman’s critical fabulation 
creates stories of the mundane Black women who “made a way out of no way” through “pure 
defiance and a refusal to do what you are told” (Taylor, 2019, para. 4). Using settled knowledge 
of social work as necessary but insufficient, Hartman tears knowing out of the past, as the past 
bumps into the future in the present.  
Conclusion 
The memorial conducts. It brings together and creates events. The memorial conducted 
materials leading to major and minor events: the Pussyhat, reenactments staged with the 
monument, and tributes. However, the memorial, as an archive of vulnerability, relates to the 
world differently than traditional archives, opening up new knowledge, new ways of knowing. 
Remaining open to the immediate opened the archive to a wide variety of immediate lived 
relations, including bus advertisements, the local police precinct, and inclement weather. While 
settled knowledge can mediate the uncertainty provoked by these events, settled knowledge can 
also get in the way of immediation and the call to invention of new knowledge. At the memorial, 
its openness to the immediate left space for visitors to create their own knowledge. These 
findings fit into larger conversations in the field regarding the status of knowledge as it relates to 
curriculum and pedagogy. Specifically, these findings resonate with discussions regarding a 
radical emergent pedagogy (Manning, 2019b; Truman, 2016). By revealing archives as unstable 
and knowledge beyond the settled, the curriculum conversation shifts from “what belongs in the 
formal curriculum?” to “what might this archive yet do?” 
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Chapter V – Facebook 
Figure 14. A Moving Assemblage 
 
 
(Seth McCall, 2021) 
This chapter could begin with any number of the recent controversies involving 
Facebook: Cambridge Analytica, Russian troll farms, censoring video from the Dakota Access 
Pipeline protests, culpability in the Rohingya genocide, multi-billion-dollar fines related to 
privacy violations, the Border Patrol’s vile private group, and monopoly charges. When the study 
began in 2018, it foregrounded the Cambridge Analytica “hacking” of Facebook. However, 
 
148 
during the insurrection at the “temple of democracy”—the United States’ Capitol in Washington, 
DC—a CNN reporter connected the day’s events to social media.  
     You know, we’ve spoken for years about Facebook and Twitter and their failure to act 
on conspiracy theories and hateful speech online. And, we’re seeing the results of that 
play out here on the streets of our nation’s capital today. We’re beyond the fact—In 
2016, we heard about Russian trolls, and people tried to write off anything about social 
media saying, ‘Oh, it’s only a few Facebook posts. What harm?’ Here’s the harm. The 
harm of conspiracy theories. The harm of lies. The harm of people living in these online 
and Trump-media echo chambers where they are so deluded, they can’t get to grips with 
reality and understand that Joe Biden will soon be president. 
 
In his comment, O’Sullivan ties the insurrection to misinformation, delusion, and social 
media bubbles. While there is much to admire in the improvised words O’Sullivan delivered 
while surrounded by the reveling culpable as night fell on the city, this chapter turns to these 
topics with its own empirical data. It addresses misinformation, the infinite archive, and the 
misplaced faith in the triumph of truth in the “marketplace of ideas.” When it comes to 
“delusion,” many will describe the insurrectionists as “tricked” by a dastardly leader. However, 
this chapter suggests these insurrectionists, and many others who do not cross into sedition, 
wanted this. Desired it. Rather than ruminating on the popular trope of the master and his 
innocent dopes, this chapter considers how desire works through Facebook. On the contrary, this 
chapter argues that “at a certain point, under a certain set of conditions, they wanted fascism, and 
it is this perversion of the desire of the masses that needs to be accounted for” (Deleuze & 
Guattari, 2009, p. 29). Others, no doubt, will rue the inadequate law enforcement presence at the 
Capitol. Within days, the officers who took selfies with insurrectionists will dust off their 
resumes, as will high-profile law enforcement leaders. And, legislators, from both sides of the 
aisle, will clamor for more security funding. Though this narrative leads to more, stronger law 
enforcement, it fails to address the micropolitics of desire and the ways in which law 
enforcement, especially in the United States, is bound up in white supremacy. Black bodies bear 
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the brunt of law enforcement. Instead, this chapter turns to how something like this becomes 
possible. Facebook, despite cutting off Trump’s access, is thoroughly involved in this 
insurrection. Beyond the infinite archive, the desire-production, and the escape from difference 
that made this insurrection possible, it is safe to assume that Facebook also provided the 
insurrectionists with the means to organize their assault on the “temple of democracy.” 
Recalling the research questions introduced in Chapter I, Facebook offers insight into 
how materials construct archives differently, what else an archive might do, what anarchiving 
does, and how all this affects thought. While common sense might suggest it is just a website, as 
the chapter demonstrates, Facebook pulls in the concrete. In order to pull in the concrete, 
Facebook enlists users to archive. To prime their production, Facebook provides a rollercoaster 
whiplash experience. Enticed by the uneven experience, users respond in a mediated manner that 
produces more data, the datafication of affect. Facebook mostly retains proprietary control over 
its infinite archive, a valuable commodity. Occasionally, the novelty of life slips in, introducing 
pure difference. However, Facebook’s quest to capture affect and their connection imperative 
limits difference. Too much difference leads users to disconnect to engage in inquiry beyond 
Facebook. 
With Facebook, this chapter gropes for the range in what the concept “archive” does. At 
surface, Facebook appears “different from” the memorial. However, unlike this facile 
comparison, this chapter takes up “pure difference.” In describing “pure difference,” Deleuze 
explained,  
     [E]verytime we find ourselves confronted or bound by a limitation or an opposition, 
we should ask what such a situation presupposes. It presupposes a swarm of differences, 
a pluralism of free, wild or untamed difference […] all of which persist alongside the 
simplifications of limitation and opposition. (Deleuze, 1994, p. 50) 
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Facebook acts as a window, providing a window to the world, seemingly innocuous and 
transparent. Even though a window may appear transparent, it mediates the outside world, 
protecting from the elements and distorting the view. However, most importantly, Facebook’s 
archival production is nakedly proprietary, dependent on maintaining active users. 
While Facebook may be the focus of this chapter, it also inspired the approach to writing 
the chapter. Like Facebook, it attempts to generate the affects of whiplash. It employs—
compared to Chapter IV—more fictocriticism with divergent themes, much like the posts found 
on Facebook. These pieces of fictocriticism can be read as interruptions. They might also be read 
as mémoire involontaire (Proust, 2013), slipping into daydreams or nightmares. More so than in 
the previous chapter, Chapter V involves surrealism. Facebook operates as the most familiar 
social media platform. This chapter uses moments of surrealism to interrupt the familiar, de-
familiarizing Facebook opens up space for new affects and new thoughts—beyond the ready-
made common-sense assumptions. 
Three Vignettes 
After 2016, Facebook found itself in the middle of a maelstrom. In trying to avoid 
censorship, the platform became a bastion for information warfare. Cambridge Analytica became 
the most notable example, a group of political operatives repurposing Facebook data to target 
voters. One of the dilemmas raised by Cambridge Analytica is an archival dilemma. When the 
archive is infinite, which archives matter and what becomes of these archives? This chapter 
addresses Facebook as an archive, a troubling, infinite archive. Still, even in this troubling—
sometimes dystopian—archive, anarchiving opens space for users to find creativity, 
experimentation, and pure difference. In considering the concreteness of Facebook, this chapter 
introduces moving assemblages. These assemblages move in two senses. They generate intense 
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feelings and remain in motion. These moving assemblages constitute Facebook’s infinite 
archive. Though this may appear to solve archival dilemmas, an infinite archive also creates new 
dilemmas. However, the infinite archive could not exist without the production of desire. 
Building on the idea of moving assemblages and drawing on Deleuze and Guattari’s (2009) 
desiring-machines, this chapter also explores how Facebook users personalize their experience 
and feed into desiring-machines. In doing so, users plug into other machines, like friends, 
groups, and pages. In the process, these machines come together to make Facebook into a factory 
of desire. Finally, after concreteness and desire-production, the chapter turns to difference, pure 
difference (Deleuze, 1994). Rather than a marketplace of ideas or a mere simulacrum of “real” 
sociality, pure difference bubbles up on Facebook despite the ease with which users escape it and 
the platforms connection imperative. Still, the ease with which users plug into new machines 
insulates them from difference. Thus, Facebook contributes to dramatically different world-
building projects. 
The Great Hack 
In the aftermath of the 2016 Election, Cambridge Analytica sparked a controversy 
(Cadwalladr & Graham-Harrison, 2018). Before the election, the Mercers, billionaires known to 
back right-wing causes, provided funding. Their frequent collaborator, Steve Bannon, of 
Breitbart fame, led the project. With the help of Aleksandr Kogan, an academic from Cambridge 
University, the group obtained permission from Facebook to collect data for academic use. 
Kogan developed a “personality test” and paid hundreds of thousands of Facebook users for their 
data. However, the project also collected the data of the consenting user’s friends as well. In the 
end, the company obtained access to 50 million Facebook profiles, roughly “a quarter of 
potential US voters” (Cadwalladr & Graham-Harrison, 2018, para. 32). However, Facebook 
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forbade using this type of data for commercial use. So, when Cambridge Analytica used this 
particular type of data to create a proprietary product for campaigns to consume, they crossed a 
line. Facebook reserved this data solely for refining user experience.  
In the aftermath of Brexit and the Election of 2016, many groups responded to this 
transgression. Commissions launched inquiries and lawmakers introduced legislation. At the 
same time, Robert Mueller, the special counsel investigating the previous election in the United 
States, indicted 13 Russians for using Facebook to engage in “information warfare” (Cadwalladr 
& Graham-Harrison, 2018). Cadwalladr and Graham-Harrison (2018) referred to Cambridge 
Analytica as Steve Bannon’s “psychological warfare tool” that “harvested” data from a “data 
breach” to target the “inner demons” of voters in “the Wild West” of Facebook. Facebook, 
however, refused to refer to it as a “data breach” because Kogan followed appropriate protocols 
to obtain the data. He just put it to an inappropriate use. Many found Facebook’s response 
ineffectual. The tech giant merely instructed the company to delete and confirm they deleted 
their inappropriately used data. 
An act of war justifies a serious response because it overturns a state of peace. Of course, 
this perspective assumes that the “act of war” is an exception and that wars, at some point, cease. 
The “Wild West” suggest Facebook needs regulation to “civilize” its unruly terrain. Others 
described Cambridge Analytica’s targeting of “inner demons” (Cadwalladr & Graham-Harrison, 
2018) urges and desires usually controlled. In doing so, they suggest that these users were merely 
temporarily duped, leaving their better selves intact. This suggests some sort of autonomous 
fixed subject capable of making a better choice in the future. 
However, these explanations prove insufficient as they relate to the concreteness of 
Facebook, the desire-production of Facebook, and the experience with difference on Facebook. 
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Referring to Cambridge Analytica’s “hacking” as “an act of war” or the “Wild West” relies on 
the trope of fixity to construct an original state of peace and a modern, ordered era. It 
conceptualizes concrete as fixed and stable, a common-sense view of concrete that this chapter 
troubles. In its use of “inner demons,” these narratives write off these users as dopes duped by 
Cambridge Analytica. This fails to that, “at a certain point, under a certain set of conditions, they 
wanted fascism, and it is this perversion of the desire of the masses that needs to be accounted 
for” (Deleuze & Guattari, 2009, p. 29). Finally, Facebook has no interest in unmediated 
difference. It constantly mediates difference to personalize experiences for their users and keep 
them connected. In the following, this chapter takes up each of these topics as it relates to 
Facebook, its archival project, and anarchiving. 
Concreteness of Facebook 
Materiality comes with baggage. Bennett (2010) described it as the trope of fixity (p. 58). 
When discussing matter, often there is an assumption that matter is fixed, stable. The ground, the 
table, the world can seem stable, but common sense routinely backgrounds the work necessary to 
maintain the facade of fixed materiality. Focusing on materiality can also divorce the conceptual 
from the physical. Whitehead described this as the bifurcation of nature (Manning, 2016; 
Whitehead, 1920, p. 30). Along these lines, this chapter focuses on the world’s thrown-together-
ness (Stewart, 2007, p. 30). Much like concrete, events throw things together in the moment with 
the inherited assemblages at hand, both conceptual and physical. However, the thrown-together-
ness is not about permanence. Common sense suggests that concrete is fixed, stable, permanent. 
In actuality, it buckles and breaks and grass grows through it (Reynolds, 1967). 
Each concrescence becomes the inheritance for another eventful thrown-together-ness, an 
eternal process (Whitehead, 1979). While, for many, the stability of the external world is a 
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“matter of fact,” Spinoza rejected the “self-present [transcendent] world.” Instead of a 
transcendent, fixed world, Spinoza’s ontology privileges immanence. Transcendence makes for 
an easier read. It is easier to write. It fits within common sense. However, with ease comes less 
complexity. Transcendence generates a fixed ontology. Instead of grafting transcendence onto 
the world, immanence privileges relation. Entities in relation affect each other. Within an 
immanent ontology, entities, thrown-together in novel assemblages, are always in flux. 
Given its widespread use, Facebook appears to be a familiar entity. It is social media, The 
Social Network (Fincher, 2010), a gargantuan monopoly enterprise (Srinivasan, 2019), a privacy 
nightmare, a danger to election integrity (Briant et al., 2020), a tool for bad actors (Harris & 
Raskin, 2019a; Tsalikis, 2019), a lackluster copy of the “real” thing (Harris & Raskin, 2019b), 
and addictive (Harris & Raskin, 2019b; Harris & Raskin, 2019c; Rodriguez, 2017). Many use it 
to pass the time, check in, keep connected, or disconnect. However, these transcendental 
explanations of what Facebook is assumes fixity. In digging into concrete, this section begins 
with the actual concreteness of Facebook, a cascade of events thrown together. Next, the section 
introduces “moving assemblages,” focusing on the whiplash experience and the post-hypnotic 
suggestion of scrolling. Rather than a bug, the whiplash turns out to be a feature of Facebook, 
necessary for the generation of an infinite archive. Instead of neatly subdivided collections, the 
hypnotic effects of the infinite scroll blurs provenance and assembles affects. These moving 
assemblages contribute to an infinite archive, creating new dilemmas. 
An Extra Ordinary Series of Events 
He’s awake and moving. A cascade of events mostly unnoticed. Water on to boil. Teabag 
placed in the cup. Awaiting its water. Laptop open. Facebook. He starts to scroll. He thinks very 
little of his wifi, the “secret history” of his laptop, or the couch’s origin story. He scrolls through 
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his feed. He doesn’t think about the heat generated by the enormous, innumerable servers, 
somewhere in the world. Out of sight. Nothing of the wiring that made the wifi possible. He 
doesn’t consider the mass production lines or the mining of raw materials, processed into 
laptops, wires, a wifi router. 
The tea kettle screams. He remembers the others sleeping. Pouring scalding hot water in 
the mug, he notices this tea, this mug caressing the flow. As he returns to the couch, he inspects 
these plants and those books. Settling back into this couch, he remembers that mold in the corner 
where that wall meets this ceiling. He remembers his dust allergy, and he suspects it’s 
exacerbated by these dusty books and that black mold under the bubbling paint. That rainstorm 
left a mark. It’s under there. The mold. It must be. Sagging paint. Pedestrians walk by wrapped 
up in conversation, laughing at a story of another time. He notices these windows, these thin, 
porous windows. 
Tea, still too hot to drink. He scrolls through his feed. A cascade of events, but he only 
catches a few drips. The reverberations of Cambridge Analytica and the last election. Arguments 
about it on Facebook. The shock of the mass shooting in El Paso and Jeffery Epstein’s suicide. 
The horror of concentration camps appearing across the United States. He keeps scrolling, 
looking for what might happen next. Events, moments thrown together, leave their traces in his 
feed. The defunct reading group. The old friend. The nephew’s birthday. The cousins with right-
wing views. He scrolls through these events. Like a mug of hot tea in a shaky hand. He feels the 
warmth. He cleans up the mess. Like the mug, the scroll mediates the excess. Events flash into 
existence offering too much to contain, too much to hold. They leave their traces for the next 




Thinking with the immanence of Facebook shifts attention to its moving assemblages. 
Gehl (2011) referred to this process as A-P-A’. Facebook collects a massive archive (A). Users 
process (P) the archive. They respond in some way. Facebook archives (A’) their response. “The 
larger the archive, and the more granular the data about the desires, habits, and needs of users, 
the more valuable the archive” (p. 1239). The more a user responds to the platform, the more 
refined the data. Building on Gehl’s work, this study uses “moving assemblages” to suggest two 
interrelated “moves.” First, the assemblages at work within and around Facebook that have not 
settled. Cannot settle. They continue in the process of unfolding because Facebook needs more 
data. Second, moving assemblages mean affect. The capacity to affect and be affected (Spinoza, 
1985). The moving assemblage moves users to respond and to archive. It generates a subtle 
whiplash, driving users to process the archive (Gehl, 2011). In turn, users move the assemblage. 
Rather than a mere mess, like all archives, provenance matters. Archivists traditionally organize 
materials around how they arrived at the archive, grouping them into collections from 
individuals. The order in which moving assemblages make contact changes what they do. 
Affects exceed containers and spill across the feed. 
Whiplash. Sean pulls out his laptop and sits atop his oversized sofa in his cramped 
apartment. He opens up a new tab to visit Facebook. There’s a story about a billionaire buying a 
new yacht even though his workers live in tents. It’s outrageous. Angry emoji. Provocation 
generates data. He keeps scrolling.  
Two friends from national and regional conferences share an obituary for a woman 
whose name sounds familiar, so he reads about her. He keeps scrolling.  
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He sees his old co-worker, who left New York after the 2016 Election to be with her 
family in Mexico. She’s posted some adorable photographs of her holding court with all of her 
young nieces and nephews, fawning over her. He hopes that she is liking her new job. He keeps 
scrolling.  
A social media activist posts breaking news about a mass shooting that killed 20 people 
in an El Paso Walmart. It’s another white man with a high-powered weapon. It’s devastating. He 
keeps scrolling, looking for more details. 
A friend posts a gif of a little boy shooting a basket with an adult man. The boy puts his 
entire body into the shot. He leans over, looking down to catch his balance. The ball only goes 
three feet into the air. But as he’s bent over regaining his balance, the man behind him catches 
the ball and shoots it into the basket. The boy looks up just in time to see the ball go through the 
hoop. Sean feels his heart and his shoulders sink in response. Moved, tears well up in his eyes. 
Unanticipated emotionality. However, then he associates the little boy with researchers claiming 
causation and phenomenology. Smirking, he keeps scrolling.  
He pauses to search for and follow two funny podcasts. A move to lighten the mood. He 
keeps scrolling.  
A group posts a genuinely positive, albeit sappy, message. He feels embarrassed about it, 
but the messages make him feel better. Better days ahead. Personalization requires data. He 
keeps scrolling.  
The social media activist posts about the shooter being apprehended unharmed. Sean 
recalls another white male mass shooter getting fast-food delivered to him by the police. The 




Suggestion. Scrolling, scrolling, scrolling. Sometimes he slips into a mood. He’ll come 
across something posted on Facebook, and it’ll sour his whole mood. He tries not to let it bother 
him. But there are some friends that he just can’t stand. They’ll post something, and it’ll throw 
him for a loop. Did she post this story linking anthropology and colonialism as a subpost 
directed at him? Is this because he talks about ethnography? What kind of holier than thou crap 
is that? Which of the disciplines escaped the influence of colonialism? Bernard Cohn, a British 
anthropologist—or is it colonial apologist? —used to say that he didn’t care what your 
discipline was, as long as you were ashamed of it. A post like this can really sour his mood. 
Scrolling, scrolling, scrolling. Or, is it post hypnotic suggestion? Entering a trance renders more 
responsive to suggestion. Even after exiting the trance, the suggestion lingers. Affect intensifies. 
The unitary, autonomous subject melts away. Scrolling, scrolling, scrolling. A friend posts 
photos from their trip to the historic annual rivalry game. Father and son day at the big game. 
His friend took his father to the game for the first time. They seemed so elated. But the affects 
lingered. He furrowed his brow, jealous of the closeness between them. Scrolling, scrolling, 
scrolling, slipping back into a trance. He snaps out of it to notice an event at Pioneer Works: 
Terry Riley, Live at 85! Riley’s music is the soundtrack of his work, experimental, repetitive, 
minimalist, Persian Surgery Dervishes, Descending Moonshine Dervishes, A Rainbow of Curved 
Air, Happy Ending. He’d like to go, but the tickets are quite expensive. He exits Facebook to 
play Happy Ending on YouTube, only to follow YouTube’s suggestions. 
Infinite Archive 
The moving assemblages that put whiplash and suggestion to work create an infinite 
archive, an archive beyond measure. Borges (1998) imagined the dangers of an infinite archive 
in “Library of Babel,” librarians and meaning both lost in the vast archive of every possible 
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textual arrangement. Books filled with every possible combination of letters. Crary (2014) 
warned that people “are swamped with images and information about the past and its recent 
catastrophes—but there is also a growing incapacity to engage these traces,” a moment of “mass 
amnesia” (p. 34). Haunted by an image, maybe from Yemen. This accumulation, in itself, may 
be ambivalent, but it also affects the way people relate to the past, which is integral to building a 
shared vision for the future. Borges (1998) and Crary (2014) resonate with Nora’s (1989) claim 
that “[m]emory has been wholly absorbed by its meticulous reconstitution. Its new vocation is to 
record; delegating to the archive the responsibility of remembering, it sheds its signs upon 
depositing them there, as a snake sheds its skin” (p. 13). That “meticulous reconstitution” refers 
to history, “the reconstruction, always problematic and incomplete, of what is no longer” (p. 8). 
Librarians lost in labyrinthine libraries, mass amnesia in a swamp of data, memory delegated to 
archives, infinite archives bring their own dilemmas. While Facebook does not create books with 
every possible combination of letters, it contributes to the swamp of data and the delegating of 
memory to archives.  
According to one estimate, every minute Facebook adds 510,000 comments, 293,000 
status updates, and 136,000 photos (Noyes, 2020). As it stands, there are 2.5 billion monthly 
active users (MAU), who log onto Facebook at least once a month. These users vary 
considerably in terms of engagement. Among them, there are 1.66 billion daily active users 
(DAU), who log onto Facebook at least once a day. Within the tech industry, they divide the 
DAU by the MAU to determine the stickiness of a platform, app, or website (Hyatt, 2009). 
Stickier products keep their users engaged, producing. Heavily-engaged users create far more 
content for the archive than the minimally-engaged user. However, all users, active or passive, 
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archive continuously. Users who do not even log onto Facebook continue to archive through 
“off-Facebook” data (Cox, 2020). All this archiving, all this data, memory delegated to archives. 
You and your archive: All right here at your fingertips. Music vaguely inspired by 
hip-hop begins, “On your mark. Get set. We’re riding on the internet. Cyberspace, set free. 
Hello, virtual reality. Interactive appetite, searching for a website. A window to the world that 
can get online. Take a spin, now you’re in with the techno set. You’re going surfing on the 
internet.” 
The camera opens on a suburban home in Grosse Pointe, Michigan with large white 
paned windows and yellow text overlaid, “The Jamison Family.” 
Background music continues as the camera cuts to a family. Dad and son sit on the end 
of a sofa, the daughter sits at their feet, and Mom sits in a chair beside them. Dad leans back 
with his arms stretched out, taking up space. Son, in baggy clothes, leans against the arm of the 
sofa. Mom sits with her legs crossed and her chin raised looking at Dad. A painting in a golden 
frame hangs over the family couch.  
Dasha, staring at the camera, “Hey there. It’s us again. This is my brother Peter, Mom 
and Dad, and I’m Dasha. Today, we’re going to be showing our friend, Edward, the basics of 
our Facebook archive, and we thought you might want to come along.”  
Peter, looking at the camera, “It’ll be cool!” Peter, looking directly into the camera, 
explains, “Facebook gave us a whole world of exciting new possibilities. So, I guess this is a 
story of how it changed our lives. Maybe it will yours, too, with a kid’s guide to Facebook data.” 
Screen graphics cut to a slide that merely says, “Facebook Archive.” The music returns, 
“Take a spin, now you’re in with the techno set. You’re going surfing on the internet.” 
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The camera cuts to Dasha and Peter sitting in front of the family’s desktop computer, 
which is just beside their sofa in the living room.  
Mom and Dad approach the children from the sofa and chair. 
Mom says, “Well, Linda called, and she asked if Dasha and Peter could help Edward 
learn about Facebook. She’s trying to get Bud to get Facebook for the family.”  
Edward enters the frame, waves to Peter. 
Dad, looking over his shoulder at Edward, says, “Oh, here’s Edward.” Dad turns to 
mom, “Come on, hon. We’ll leave these kids to learn more about Facebook and their archive of 
data.”  
Screen fades to black and the familiar music returns. When the camera returns, Edward 
stands beside the computer where a seated Peter and Dasha take turns navigating the keyboard 
and mouse. 
Edward looks at Peter and Dasha, “Hey guys, I’m excited to learn more about Facebook 
and the archives it makes possible.” 
Peter says. “So, I just downloaded my archive of data. Check out some of these different 
folders. Posts. Every post you ever made with dates and times! Same with Comments. Even all 
your likes and reactions!” 
“Okay. But what are likes and reactions?” Edward asks. 
Dasha says, “When you’re on Facebook, if you come across something you like, you 
click a thumbs up button.” 
“But there’s also other buttons you can push for other reactions.” Peter continues. 
“Facebook saves all these in this folder!” 
Edward follows, “Okay. So, what do you use that for?” 
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Dasha, looking at the computer, “Sometimes you like something and you forget what it 
was you liked. With the Facebook archive, now you can track that down!” 
Edward asks, “But what does Facebook do with this data?” 
“They share it with us!” Peter exclaims. “Check this out! You also have all the photos 
and videos you upload or are identified in. It’s like your own personal photo album preserved by 
Facebook with all your albums, cover photos, Instagram photos, profile pictures, thumbnails, 
timeline photos and videos!” 
“I can’t wait to see what I collect in my archive!” Dasha, clenching her fists and staring 
at the computer.  
Edward mumbles, “I guess that’s an interesting feature. But—” 
Peter interrupts, “It’s also got all the events you ever indicated that you were going, 
interested, or not going!” 
Dasha explains, “Facebook also saves all your profile information and profile update 
history.” 
“Yeah. All the information that you ever shared about yourself on your profile. They save 
it for you here. Do you remember what bands you liked in 2007? Now you’ll never forget!” 
“Is that—Is that something you’ve worried about forgetting?” 
“But in this folder, Facebook keeps a record of all the messages you’ve exchanged with 
others and keeps it listed under each conversant.”  
“Yeah. If you want to look back at all the private messages you sent through Facebook 
Messenger, it’s all kept here!” 
Edward responds, “Well, it’s not really private if Facebook is archiving it, is it? What 
are they doing with this data? Why do they keep all of your contacts?” 
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“To sell it to advertisers, silly!” Peter exclaims. “That’s how Facebook makes money!” 
Edward, realizing the purpose of the archive, “So, this isn’t really your archive. It’s 
Facebook’s archive of your interactions with their product, which they collect to sell to 
advertisers.” 
Dasha responds, “Oh, if you like advertisers, you’ll love the ‘Information About You.’ 
Show him, Peter!” 
Edward’s mouth agape, Peter enthusiastically moves and clicks the mouse across an old, 
blue mouse pad, worn and turning up on the edges. 
Peter, turning to look at Edward, “All right, Edward. This is a relatively new feature, so 
be prepared to be amazed! This folder gives you access to your interests based on your 
Facebook archive. Not only did I find my familiar interests, I learned about interests I didn’t 
even know I had. Like, Sound. I’m interested in Sound! And, thesis! Also, I never knew I liked 
statistics. I thought I didn’t like statistics!”  
“Well, it could just be inaccurate.” Edward posits. “So, this is how they target you for 
specific advertisers?” 
Dasha responds, “But you also learn about the advertisers. In this folder you can find 
advertisers ‘who run ads using a contact list they uploaded that includes contact info you shared 
with them or with one of their data partners.’ And, here you can see all the “advertisers you 
interacted with.” 
Peter adds, “They even archive ‘Your Off-Facebook Activity’ from other organizations.” 
Dasha says, “My folder already had 639 documents, and I’ve only been a daily active 
user for a few months!” 
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Peter continues, “They even collect every search you ever plugged into Facebook and a 
“history of precise locations received through your devices!” 
Edward, with a furrowed brow, “So, that’s invasive. The searches, that’s creepy. But the 
location data, how do they have that access. Isn’t it disturbing that Facebook knows where all its 
users are all the time? That’s like dystopian tools of a dictator—”  
Edward looks around confused as the music returns. 
The music returns. “On your mark. Get set. We’re riding on the internet.” 
                                                                                                     
While many might think of Facebook as an ethereal website, the concreteness of 
Facebook involved the cascade of events ranging from mundane to major controversies. These 
events constituted the concreteness of Facebook by plugging into moving assemblages, creating 
emotionally triggering content and an in-motion effect. Given the explanation of archive-
processing-archiving (Gehl, 2011), datafication and whiplash prove to be features, not bugs, of 
Facebook. Moving assemblages refine Facebook’s archive and engross their users. The swirling 
and groping concreteness of Facebook creates an infinite archive. Moving beyond the constraints 
of a traditional archive that excludes to preserve, an infinite archive may seem to cut the Gordian 
knot of the archive. Archive everything. However, new dilemmas emerge. The infinite archive 
affects how others relate to the past, creating “mass amnesia” (Crary, 2014), loses meaning in a 
labyrinthine archive (Borges, 1998), and sparks dissociation with memories, entrusted to the 
archive (Nora, 1989). All the moving assemblages of Facebook would grind to a halt without 





Desire-Production of Facebook 
This section considers the relationship between desire and Facebook. In order to do so, it 
begins by addressing the common-sense conception of desire as lack and the limitations of this 
understanding of desire. Instead, following Deleuze and Guattari (2009), this section develops a 
conception of desire as productive. Understanding desire as productive, opens up space to 
understand Facebook as a factory of desire. While this factory produces desire and data, it also 
produces a uniquely neoliberal curriculum. 
Meager Desire Meets a Meaty Desire 
Common sense suggests desire involves lack. For example, the crying baby feels hungry 
because they lack food. This is common sense stuff. Many might associate this idea with Freud. 
Lacan (2006; Pagano, 1990) developed this further by associating language with the father and 
the object that could never be attained with the mother. One would never return to the womb, the 
original lack, but they would have words to stand in for the object that they could never attain. In 
studies of Facebook, researchers often work under the assumption that desire is lack. Johann 
Hari, the recent author of a best-selling book on depression (Hari, 2019), concluded his 
discussion of Facebook, addiction, and depression, “Listen to the wisdom of your needs. You 
have these needs for reasons” (Harris & Raskin, 2019b, p. 19). People who lack “real” happiness 
in their lives are more likely to use Facebook. People who lack “real” friends chase connection 
on Facebook. Those who lack “real” social networks spend their time trying to create them on 
Facebook. However, this conceptualization of desire depends on a negation, comparison, and 
sameness (Deleuze, 1994). Desire as lack oversimplifies and elides the productive force of 
desire. Of this tendency to associate desire and lack, Hélène Cixous (1976) quipped, “What’s 
desire originating from a lack? A pretty meager desire” (p. 891). 
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Deleuze and Guattari (2009) break with the conceptualization of desire as lack. With 
Anti-Oedipus, Deleuze and Guattari decisively broke with Freud and Lacan’s conceptualization 
of desire as lack. Desire, for Deleuze and Guattari, was more than lack, more than comparison. 
In fact, it was productive. “Thus reinterpreted, desire is […] a force able to form connections and 
enhance the power of bodies in their connection” (Ross, 2013, p. 66). In making these 
connections, desire produces machines, desiring-machines. 
The process of production creates a product from another material. According to Deleuze 
and Guattari (2009), desiring production “is at work everywhere, functioning smoothly at times, 
at other times in fits and starts. It breathes, it heats, it eats. It shits and fucks. [T]he one produces 
the flow that the other interrupts” (p. 1). Thus, desire is a machine, like a ham-slicer (p. 36), 
producing the flows and the cuts. A machine is a device that directs force toward a specific end. 
Machines often plug into one another to create more complicated systems of machines capable of 
ever-more complicated ends. Thus, desiring-machines direct force toward specific ends, but they 
also plug into ever-more complicated desiring-machines, while desiring-machines may become 
more complicated and productive as they enter assemblages. 
Rather than lack, this desire involves the virtual. The virtual, however, is not necessarily 
about technology, as common sense suggests. Some mistakenly associate the virtual and the 
actual with the real and the possible. Possibilities refer to a finite list of outcomes. The virtual is 
infinite. Unlike the possible, the virtual is real. While the actual impresses upon the senses, the 
virtual resides within and structures the actual (May, 2019). The virtual “has the capacity to 
bring about actualisation” (Boundas, 2013, p. 300). Desire is productive and machinic in order to 
enhance bodies as they relate to the virtual. By plugging into these desiring-machines, bodies can 
do more. Facebook certainly enhances bodies: checking phones for updates, laughing at memes, 
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looking at adorable baby photos, reading about breaking news, creating groups, organizing 
events. Whether it enhances bodies in the ways that authorities or even the individual would like 
to see, that is another question. These enhancement may lead to movements for peace and racial 
justice, but they can also lead to holocausts and genocides. By enhancing bodies, Facebook 
increases or diminishes the power to act, a topic addressed in more detail in Chapter VI.  
Cultivating a Feed 
After spending the morning in her garden, Paulette spent the afternoon on Facebook. She 
had considered it something of a reward after the hard work in the garden, which she actually 
enjoyed, exhausting as it may be. A reward for rewarding work. It seemed redundant. However, 
after spending a few minutes on Facebook, she found herself frustrated by her feed. Maybe there 
wasn’t much happening in the world. However, that seemed unlikely. Others seemed to find a 
more rewarding experience on Facebook. She blamed herself for the frustrating feed. In the 
short amount of time on Facebook, she was surprised by how often she thought of what she 
should do. She should set goals. She should post more. She should comment on the posts of 
others. She should follow different pages and groups. For something she intended as a reward, 
she wondered why it seemed to come with so many to dos. Maybe it was because she had just 
finished gardening. She thought to herself, “Maybe I just need to cultivate my feed.” After all, 
when she found herself disappointed in her garden, she made plans to address it. Replanting 
sections. Weeding. Creating a fence to keep deer out. That’s what made her a master gardener, 
she thought.  
Looking at her common houseplant, she thought about what this might mean for her 
cultivation effort. In the house, she kept several golden pothos planters growing. Devil’s ivy. 
Easy to grow. It was actually poisonous to eat, but she didn’t have any pets or small children. 
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That wasn’t really a concern. Still, she found it interesting that a poisonous plant might yet grow 
such beautiful green foliage. Sometimes, she noticed that it grew unevenly, a spindly vine trailing 
off on its own. In those cases, she would trim a branch, which she might use to plant another. 
She found this helped to promote a bushier golden pothos. She liked that. Depending on sunlight 
and watering, every once in a while, she noticed a yellowing leaf. She trimmed these too because 
they seldom recovered. And on occasion she would completely repot a golden pothos that had 
outgrown its previous home. 
Having thought about her basic golden pothos, she set to work bringing her gardening 
mind to Facebook. She imagined herself plucking weeds, sowing seeds, and pruning spindly 
stems. She rooted out clickbait, sources with annoying posts, and anything that did not match her 
beliefs, interests, or mood. Clickbait was the worst of the weeds, the most invasive species in her 
garden. Clickbait is material designed merely to get clicks or engagement. She found it 
manipulative. But as sources learned to navigate the attention economy, clickbait-y-ness seeped 
into different areas. This type of weed seemed to sneak into many of her plots, so she 
enthusiastically rooted it out. In order to sow seeds, she went looking for new friends, groups, 
and pages that might replace the weeds she just plucked. She looked at what her friends 
followed, researched different accounts online, and searched by her interests. And she looked for 
friends whom she might want to mute for a while or even unfriend. After weeks of work, she felt 
better. However, at times, she still found the experience frustrating or disappointing. Like her 
garden, she doubted whether she would ever be completely satisfied with Facebook. There was 
always something more to do, something missing, something she might yet find. 
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Feeding the Machine 
Like the raw material fed into a machine, the feed plays an integral role in the 
architecture of Facebook. Feed connotes the food that provides sustenance. In animal husbandry, 
a feed bag strapped to the face of an animal eases the feeding process. In a technical context, 
feed might also refer to a feedback mechanism used to inform design. Facebook plugs into these 
traditions by taking up the concept. The Facebook feed provides users with sustenance in the 
form of news and updates from friends, groups, and pages. Like a feedbag, Facebook 
personalizes a feed for each user, making sustenance, in this case food to sustain Facebook use, 
readily available on the landing page. Finally, Facebook obtains feedback from user responses to 
refine their feed. Refining their feed plugs them into other machines that produce desire. 
What makes us scroll. Brought to you by the Facebook Council and Zuckerberg 
Productions 
Voice over: In a typical city or town, on a typical street, in typical car, a typical man 
returns from his typical job. We find a typical home, in which resides a typical family. Like 
millions of Americans, John Q. Public makes enough from his work to afford payments on a 
brand-new car. He takes great pride in owning a fine, new, 30-year, fixed rate at 3.227 annual 
percentage rate, mortgaged home, built to last. Mr. John Q., because of the 40-hour work week, 
has the leisure to spend his time on Facebook. But John doesn’t really even know why he scrolls 
on Facebook.  
John: Yeah, you know what? All I do is scroll, and I don’t even know why! 
Voice over: Mm-hmm. In that case it might be a good idea to get a little information 
about it.  
Shift to John’s view of the Facebook app on his smartphone. 
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Voiceover: Scrolling plays an integral role in the architecture of Facebook, which dates 
back to the invention of the “newsfeed” in 2006. Scrolling moves users between experiences on a 
sequential feed. It gives them the power to make decisions about the speed. Depending on their 
interest, users scroll slowly to investigate posts or quickly to escape unwanted content.  
John: Sometimes I can’t scroll fast enough. 
Voiceover: That’s right John. That’s why Facebook prioritizes the content that users 
spend the most time investigating, to give you more of what you want. John scrolls and scrolls 
without reaching the end, barring browser malfunctions.  
John: Yeah. I just keep scrolling. I hardly ever reach the end.  
John scrolls quickly through stories. Only to see one that piques his interest. 
John: Oh, wait a minute. What’s this? The libs are taking over our cities?! 
John’s reading right-wing propaganda. 
Voiceover: Uh—John—Facebook offers an infinite scroll. With infinite scroll, users 
hardly ever reach the end of their experience. Facebook fills your feed with interesting posts 
based on the time you spend on other posts, your reactions, and posts that generate the most 
comments. In fact, some users claim that the simple act of repetitively gliding their thumb across 
the surface of their phone creates a trance—annnce—annnnnce— 
Video glitches.  
John: Gosh. I never really thought much about scrolling.  
Voiceover: Yes, indeed. John, the infinite scroll is a remarkable feature that 
revolutionized user experiences on Facebook. No more nagging interruptions to break your 
concentration. But there’s more.  
John, without looking up from his phone: Oh, yeah? You don’t say. 
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Voiceover: While we all know about the infinite scroll, part of what keeps John so 
engrossed in Facebook is the taxonomic scroll. 
John: Taxo- what? 
Voiceover: Oh, it’s just a fancy name for that feeling of always thinking there might be 
something better just beyond your screen. It’s the groping for the virtua—uuu—al—al—al. 
Video glitches again. 
Voiceover: As you scroll, you’re capturing different pieces of experiences. In doing so, 
you’re personalizing your experience. 
John: Yeah, that’s how I learned about Pizzagate and QAnon.  
Voiceover: Um… [whispering off mic] […] That’s right, John. Through the taxonomic 
scroll, you’re personalizing your experience. However, you’ll find that this personalization 
process never quite ends because Facebook is always refining and people change over time 
based on their experiences. 
John: Well, I know that’s true. I used to be an establishment RINO, a real loser. 
Voiceover: Okay, John— [Abruptly begins talking off microphone.] You know what 
Mark; I don’t think I can work with this guy. Why are we providing a platform for these views? 
This is not an issue of free speech, it’s a question of privileging particular voices. [Muffled 
voices] Well, I can’t. You know what, I quit. Finish it yourself if— [Voice abruptly cut off.] 
[Voiceover returns with a slightly different voice] Part of the beauty of Facebook’s 
taxonomic scroll is how it introduces you to different ideas. But they usually aren’t too different 
as to cause you to log off. Also, Facebook provides you with a bevy of tools to sublimat—mate—




John: Oh boy. I love Facebook. Where else can you cut someone off mid-sentence and 
make them disappear forever? 
Voiceover: With Facebook’s taxonomic scroll, there’s always something more to do. 
[Music plays, but video glitches again.] 
Plugging into Other Machines 
Logging onto Facebook, the user plugs their own desiring-machine into other machines. 
With its collection of friends, groups, and pages, Facebook offers a vast network of machines. 
Not only does the user produce their own desires, they plug their machine into other machines. 
Facebook relies on the constant production of data and with it desire to keep these machines 
whirring, in “fits and starts” (Deleuze & Guattari, 2009, p. 1). The data provide ongoing 
feedback for the refining of these machines. Appreciating the effect of being plugged into other 
machines, users become adept with staying plugged into other machines, which sometimes 
includes watching what they say, acting respectfully, or—as some might say—self censoring. 
Self-censorship, or something like it. The historian arrived at the archive. She carried 
with her notes from other sources that she had studied on the subject. She knew what this person 
became. That is, she knew what happened later in their life. And she also knew from interviews 
with the few surviving friends and family that this person held these views in the first decades of 
the 21st century. But this archive seemed to be dedicated to a different person. The views seemed 
more subdued than the notes from the interviews and what came later. Confused, she scheduled 
a meeting with the archivist to discuss. Could this be the wrong Facebook archive? Might this be 
someone with a similar name? Is this one of those fake accounts? She knew that they had a name 
for those at that time.  
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“Other than the surprising data points that you’re finding in this Facebook archive, do 
you have any other reason to believe this isn’t their archive?” the archivist asked her.  
“No. Not really. I have every reason to believe this is the same person. They have some of 
the same associations with groups, the same friend group.” 
“So, we’re either dealing with an incredibly specific burner account or what they might 
have called ‘self-censorship’?” 
“Wait, a burner account? Is that what they called the fake accounts that they created?”  
“Yeah. It posed a challenge for early historians approaching these archives, but they 
learned to do much what you did, tracking their connections. Some even got into discourse 
analysis in order to try to prove the identity of the historical figure. But they had mixed results 
because they found these people took up different personas with different writing styles.” 
“Huh. Earlier you mentioned ‘self-censorship.’ Do you think that’s what’s involved 
here? I thought that was related to the right wing.” 
“Right. It certainly becomes involved in their arguments around this same time. What 
years are we looking at again?” 
“Between 2004 and 2020” 
“Oh, so almost right up to the end.”  
“Yeah. It’s just, I associate self-censorship with the College Republicans, and anti-PC 
crowd.” 
“Perhaps, in this case, it’s not the right term. It only becomes a flash point for those folks 
and a term to use because they were becoming conscious of the views of others. Others had been 
censoring their self-expression for centuries. In that sense, those taking up the term of self-
censorship were quite privileged to think that what they were experiencing was novel or unfair.” 
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“Yeah. I suppose there is privilege at play here. But I don’t associate this person with 
those movements.” 
“Well. Maybe it’s not the best term to describe what’s happening in this social media 
archive in this case. But the question of what gets archived is always a question when working 
with archives. Even before the social media archiving took off, archivists wondered about what 
was getting archived and what it meant. Trouillot described every historical narrative as a 
“bundle of silences.” And, Stoler, expanding on Foucault, dealt with what was said, what went 
without saying, and what could not be said but was nevertheless implied.” 
“Right. People are inclined to archive particular things. What they archive provides us 
with a glimpse of what they valued. But I just don’t understand why this seems so different from 
what their few living friends and relatives told me about them.” 
“Well, you have to remember, Facebook is an archive, but it was also a social media 
platform. You need to consider this archive in the context of their larger network. Why were they 
presenting themselves in this manner in this context? Depending on the person, and I don’t know 
this particular person, they may be dealing with fear of loss, abandonment, being wrong. In 
some cases, there was a real fear of being wrong and finding something out about themselves 
that they did not want to know. It might lead to seeing themselves differently. We might call it 
anxiety, but these individuals were something like hoarders. Jane Bennett, during that time 
period actually, described how hoarders were attuned to the virtual. They knew that the object 
might become something else. Well, many Facebook users were also, in some cases, attuned with 
what their archive might do, beyond what they intended.” 
“That’s a good point. I suppose I should think more about their larger network on 
Facebook. I was just expecting something more from this archive.” 
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“Well, while it may not have what you wanted, I think with some work you might be able 
to find even more about this individual in what their archive doesn’t say.” 
The historian left the interaction with a sense of anticipation. Why had this archive 
turned out different than she expected? What might that say about this individual, their “social 
network,” and her larger study? 
Factory of Desire 
With all these machines, Facebook turns out to be a massive factory of desire. All the 
mechanics plug their machines into other machines to produce desire. Incidentally, all this desire 
turns out to be “free” to users, quite the trove. However, like the house of candy in “Hansel and 
Gretel,” this should raise concerns. All the desire coursing through the Facebook factory 
produces data. Of course, the data fails to capture all this affect, but it does create a significant 
amount of data. While Facebook touts itself as “free,” data proves to be the coin of the realm. 
Therefore, as Gehl (2011) explained, Facebook engineers harness this data to produce more 
desire and with it more data. More data means more profitable advertising sales for Facebook. 
The biggest threat to Facebook is not critical advertisers or even politicians. Facebook’s 
existential threat is disconnection (Karppi, 2018), especially mass disconnection, because it 
threatens their commodity. As a result, Facebook finds ways to keep their machines humming. 
Rather than lack, Facebook hinges on the production of desire. The massive factory of 
Facebook, with all its machines churning in unison, produces desire, which, in turn, produces 
data. With the desire produced, Facebook hooks users. The desires that emerge from these 
encounters between users and content, generates data. With that data, Facebook refines and 
personalizes the user’s experience to increase their engagement and their production of desire 
and data. Advertisers have long produced desire for the latest new product, leaving consumers 
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with a lingering lack, a felt need, that the new product could only fulfill. However, Facebook 
adds a wrinkle to this old form of advertising. Facebook produces desire, but not just a lack that 
might be satiated with the latest product. Facebook produces desire to produce data on desire. A 
cyclical process, Facebook uses that data to refine their production of desire. By plugging 
together all these machines, Facebook produces a factory of desire, selling access to the data 
generated by this factory to advertisers. While advertisers may call for boycotts (Hsu & Lutz, 
2020) and politicians may harangue, interrupting Facebook’s production of desire, through 
disconnection, proves to be the factory’s only existential threat (Karppi, 2018). 
Dirty jobs: The Facebook mechanic. Welcome back to Dirty Jobs, where we get the 
grimy scoop on downright nasty, but vital, occupations. I’m your host, Mike Rowe. You know, 
most people don’t associate Facebook with heavy machinery. They probably only think about 
their friends and cat photos. But we wouldn’t have the sprawling social network if it weren’t for 
the mechanics working behind the scenes. Today, we’re headed into Facebook’s massive factory 
to meet Charles Chapin, a Facebook mechanic.  
Footage from drone flying over Facebook Headquarters. Cut to Rowe exiting the van in 
the parking lot. 
Cut to Charles walking toward camera. Rowe, dressed like a mechanic in coveralls, 
approaches to shake hands with Charles, dressed in business casual. Rowe looks down at his 
clothes. 
Rowe (V.O.): If it weren’t for the workers like Charles, no one would be around to restart 
the malfunctioning machines that make Facebook run, and people would quit using it. As you’ll 
come to find out, it is a dirty job. It’s also dangerous—uh—in a sense, I guess. 
Rowe: All right! Charles, you’re a Facebook mechanic. What do we have to do today?  
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Charles: Well, today, we’re going to work on some desiring-machines that have broken 
down recently. We’re going to see what we can do to get them up and running again.  
Charles leads Rowe into the Facebook Headquarters and shows Rowe around the 
campus. 
Rowe (V.O.): We all know that machines produce the things that make our lives easier. 
However, due to wear and tear, sometimes it’s necessary to send a mechanic in to use a little 
elbow grease and pry open that machine and get it running again.  
Charles stops at a raised table with two swivel chairs, just behind a red angular couch 
with a coffee table. On the white wall behind them, there’s Facebook “graffiti.” A Facebook “f” 
outlined by several different splashes of dripped paint. On the pillar is black slate, like an old 
chalkboard, on which Facebook encourages workers to “graffiti.” Charles and Rowe stop at the 
swivel chairs. 
Rowe: (quietly to Charles) Is this where we’re doing it? (Rowe furrows his brow) 
Charles: Yeah. I thought this would be a nice place to work. 
Rowe: Isn’t there a workshop?  
Charles stares blankly at Rowe. 
Rowe: Don’t you have an office? 
Charles: I usually work from home, but I thought you might prefer to see the campus. 
Rowe places his face in his palm, his middle finger and his thumb on his temples before 
looking up. 
Rowe: Okay… well. Where are the machines?  
Charles starts retrieving a laptop from his satchel. Rowe, still in his coveralls, makes a 
look of disdain. 
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Rowe: What are we working on, a computer? 
Charles: Yeah, I do most of my work on the computer. 
Rowe: So, what kind of tools will we be using today? 
Charles: Well, today, we’re going to be sending out some user resurrection notifications.  
Rowe: Some what?! (Leaning into Charles and whispering.) Are you Charles Chapin, the 
mechanic? Is this some kind of a joke? Me and the crew traveled all the way out here to talk to a 
mechanic.  
Charles: Yeah. We’re not exactly fixing computers. We’re fixing desiring-machines.  
Rowe: And, you call yourself a mechanic? 
Charles: Well, yeah. 
Rowe: Is this even a dirty job?! 
Charles: Um, in a sense. We have to dig into someone’s personal Facebook data to find 
connections that might make them come back to Facebook. We look for ways to jumpstart the 
desiring-machine, so they can produce more desire to use Facebook. 
Rowe takes a heavy sigh breathing only through his nose, his mouth fixed with pursed 
lips. 
Charles demonstrates how to find personal connections that might provide a spark to 
restart the engine. 
Charles: So, this particular machine has been out of commission for over five weeks. The 
user has a niece and nephew that live several states apart, and they haven’t traveled as much 
because of the pandemic. So, I’m going to send a push notification about his sister posting new 
photographs.  
Rowe watches on as Charles restarts a machine. 
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Rowe: So, it’s dirty in the sense that you dig through people’s personal data to find ways 
to get them to come back to Facebook? 
Charles: Yeah. Some people call it user resurrection. But I’m a mechanic. I make sure 
these machines work. Sometimes it can get kind of messy when you’re manipulating feelings to 
restart the machine, it’s all part of the job. We need as many of these machines humming as 
possible because that creates content and an audience for other users. 
Rowe: Messy, huh? All right. Let me try one. 
Charles slides his laptop over to Rowe. He puts on his reading glasses, which hang at the 
end of his nose. 
Rowe: So, this is Andrew. We’ll probably have to bleep this out. But he’s been 
disconnected from Facebook for about a month. Looking at these connections, he seems to pay 
attention to what this professor usually has to say, maybe a mentor. I’ll use that, see if we can 
get a spark.  
Rowe grimaces as he punches the keys and clicks, as if he’s afraid to see what happens 
next. 
Rowe: Notification sent. That’s it?  
Charles: Yeah. Sometimes they don’t see the notification or they need some time to think 
about— 
Rowe: Logged on! All right! Success! So, Andrew logged back on. I got that machine 
firing again! 
Pumps fist in the air. Rowe high fives Charles. 
Rowe: Let me try another. Okay, so this one has been stalled for about two months. It 
says that you’ve already tried a few things.  
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Reading through his readers at the end of his nose  
Looks like you’ve already tried, friends sharing posts, posts on a group, Birthday 
notifications, friend sharing photos, friend sharing another friend’s post, new video on meme 
account, and an update from a friend. Jeez. Charles, you’ve really had a time with this machine. 
Charles: Yeah. You know, sometimes machines stall. It might be machines that never 
really produced much or it might be machines that used to be quite productive. One thing that 
I’ve been trying lately are new friends. Try typing “You have a new friend suggestion,” and just 
pick one of those from the list. Sometimes this plugs them into an entirely new network, which 
can jumpstart the machine. 
Rowe hunts and pecks with his index fingers. 
Rowe: All right. Sent. So, now we just have to wait, huh? 
Charles: Yeah. We don’t know how long it will take. 
Rowe: So, we don’t know if this machine is coming back. 
Charles: Yeah. We don’t know. But I’ll keep trying different things to jumpstart it. Do you 
think this is a job you can handle? 
Rowe: Well, I can do it today, but I don’t think you’ll see me here tomorrow. 
Charles laughs.  
Cut to Rowe asking the audience to submit suggestions for more dirty jobs. 
                                                                                                     
Facebook runs on desire. To better understand how, this section opened by differentiating 
between desire as lack and desire as productive. Taking up the latter, it followed the machinic 
quality of desire on Facebook. The feed became the mechanism to personalize user experiences 
and create refined data about them. Users refine, or cultivate, their feed and engage in the 
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taxonomic scroll, groping for the virtual. Like any more complex machine, these machines plug 
into one another to create something more, in this case desire. As the machines accumulate and 
connect, Facebook becomes a veritable factory of desire. Like any factory, Facebook must 
maintain the productivity of their machines. Maintaining productivity requires user-resurrection, 
Facebook mechanics, that repair malfunctioning machines. It is their work with desire that makes 
Facebook a uniquely neoliberal curriculum, a further addressed in Chapter VII. In a sense, 
anarchiving is central to Facebook and the work of Facebook engineers, advertisers, and users. 
Each use the Facebook data archive as a springboard for a new event. Assembling desire with the 
archival traces of Facebook. Throwback Thursday, sharing, and memes all seem bound up in 
anarchiving. However, in general, this anarchiving is heavily mediated and predominantly 
majoritarian, un-becoming (Deleuze & Guattari, 1987, p. 106). Majoritarian and un-becoming in 
the sense that it generally feeds into the status quo. Given Facebook’s preoccupation with the 
capture of attention, with the exception of some memes, much of this ‘anarchiving’ fails to cross 
platforms (Massumi, 2016), perhaps failing to even qualify as anarchiving. 
Facebook and Difference 
The final section of the chapter considers the relationship between Facebook and a 
particular conceptualization of difference, “difference in itself” (Deleuze, 1994). Instead of 
common-sense notions of “difference from,” this section begins with a rendition on Deleuze’s 
concept of “difference in itself” or pure difference. The remainder of the section takes up three 
arguments about Facebook and how it relates to difference. Some, especially early proponents 
and entrepreneurs, argue that Facebook provides a marketplace of ideas. Others, among them 
social scientists, often critique Facebook as not “real.” These competing camps leave their traces 
in debates about Facebook, regulation, and the company’s future. While this section argues 
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that—despite all the problems associated with it—difference still emerges on Facebook, it 
concludes with lingering misgivings related to this argument.  
Before addressing difference as it relates to Facebook, this section addresses pure 
difference, difference in itself (Deleuze, 1994; May, 2019). Common sense conceptualizes 
difference as “difference from,” using pre-given categories and concepts to compare. Difference, 
in this sense, is negative, something that interrupts the original sameness. This approach amounts 
to a cul-de-sac, oversimplifying difference by relying on the same tired categories. However, 
pure difference, difference in itself, precedes these pre-given categories of identity and rumbles 
beneath them. Philosophers following Plato, Aristotle, and Hegel consider difference secondary 
to identity. As a result, in much of the field of philosophy, difference appears after identity, as a 
negation. Not so for Deleuze, who finds identities cobbled together to create superficial unities 
from pure difference. Here, difference is primary, not secondary. Positive, not negative. Limiting 
difference to the “difference from,” renders difference a negation, a reaction to pre-given 
categories. “A is different from B,” relies on A and B as stable categories. However, Deleuze 
finds difference creatively working beneath these superficial unities proposed in reaction to 
difference in itself. Beyond recognition, an encounter with pure difference perplexes and sparks 
thought. 
Finding Difference in Facebook 
Especially early on, some suggested that Facebook was a bastion for difference. Users 
would experience different views on Facebook. Facebook as the marketplace of ideas. While this 
argument lost luster in the last decade as controversy, extremism, and conspiracy theories 
proliferated, it remains as an argument about how Facebook relates to difference. Following this 
argument, Facebook brings together varied perspectives. Friend networks across time contribute 
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contrasting views. The “marketplace of ideas” argument presumes that “good ideas” triumph. 
When placed in competition, so the argument goes, people will accept “good ideas” before “bad 
ideas.” In the long run, the “marketplace of ideas” generates the best results. Besides the triumph 
of “good ideas,” the “marketplace of ideas” puts Facebook users in regular contact with different 
views. In this way, Facebook helps its users learn to live with difference. 
According to this argument, Facebook positions itself as the mediator of difference, 
opening up a space for users to meet other users with different views. However, for several 
reasons, this is not pure difference. Mediation entails getting between at least two pre-given 
“views.” It turns out that Facebook, as a corporation, is ill-prepared to disengage from the 
dogmatic image of thought, which assumes sincere effort at thought must be inclined toward 
truth and lead to the recognition of truth (Deleuze, 1994). Facebook’s business model requires 
engaged users, and this hinges on a pleasant experience. While this may include some whiplash, 
Facebook cannot tolerate disconnection. Disconnection, whether caused by users logging off to 
pursue actual inquiry or logging off because they do not enjoy the experience of pure difference, 
poses an existential threat for Facebook. Difference perplexes and inflames doubt. Thought is not 
necessarily pleasant. However, Facebook simply makes it too easy to distract oneself altogether 
from the encounter with difference. Users can escape by muting friends, un-friending friends, 
leaving groups, identifying particular advertisements as problematic, or simply logging off. 
Facebook makes it too easy to escape pure difference and thought. They simply must keep users 
engaged to maintain a profitable enterprise. In the end, Facebook may create mediated 
encounters with pure difference that perplex users, but the social media giant gets in the way of 




For many, the “marketplace of ideas” fell out of favor as an explanation of how Facebook 
relates to difference. In the context of these controversies related to how Facebook addresses 
difference, many describe Facebook as “different from” reality. Arguing that Facebook is not 
real proves especially popular among social scientists studying Facebook. For example, 
international best-selling author Johann Hari describes Facebook friends as unreal and 
unavailable (Harris & Raskin, 2019b). Increasing time on Facebook contributes to a withering of 
“real” community, making users ever more prone to addiction, an addiction that Facebook 
encourages. In fact, this explanation seemed appealing while drafting this dissertation and 
generating fieldnotes. Earlier versions of this section referred to “a different type of sociality.” 
The fieldnotes addressed “feeling closer to home,” isolation, interruptions, and validation. 
Especially in the context of Facebook’s failures, this argument offers a useful and romantic 
cudgel. If only we got back to the “real” friends, we might avoid the problems of Facebook.  
However, this argument, like the previous, relies on “difference from” and renders 
thought merely an act of recognition. By comparing the “real” with the “fake” of Facebook, this 
argument sets up two superficial unities: “real” sociality and fake sociality of Facebook, what 
Hari calls “parodies of connection” (Harris & Raskin, 2019b, p. 18). Speaking of Facebook, Hari 
explains, “the tech arrives and it looks a lot like the things we’ve lost. We’ve lost friends, but 
here’s Facebook friends” (p. 18). In this comparison between real and fake, the fake is always 
destined to come up short. These ready-made categories mediate thought, making it mere 
recognition of real and fake. Unfortunately, “real” sociality does not exist, merely a superficial 
unity constructed to prove a point. Sociality itself is a multiplicity.  
     Everything has become simulacrum, for by simulacrum we should not understand a 
simple imitation but rather the act by which the very idea of a model or privileged 
position is challenged and overturned. The simulacrum is the instance which includes a 
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difference within itself […] all resemblance abolished so that one can no longer point to 
the existence of an original and a copy. (Deleuze, 1994, p. 69) 
 
In the end, there is no real and fake friend, only an artifice. Rather than fake, Facebook 
does something new with “sociality,” just as other inventions offered new renditions on an older 
concept. 
Having put forward two insufficient arguments, this section considers a tentative 
argument. This argument bubbled to the surface in the early days of life under lockdown, when 
face-to-face contact proved untenable. Socializing leaned on Zoom and Facebook. Often, 
interlocutors complained about how this was not like the “real” thing. These technological tools 
were just not good enough. But these interlocutors missed pure difference in their rush to 
compare. Life and difference braid together. According to Whitehead (1979), life is creativity. 
Life involves doing something creative with the physical inheritance available. Life, then, 
promises more difference as living creatures take up these physical inheritances to make 
something new. As a result, difference is always in front of us (Deleuze, 1994). Even though 
Facebook mediates experience, difference lies in the creativity wrenched from the social media 
machine. Despite all the controversies, life finds a way and difference still bubbles up through 
creativity on Facebook. 
Life finds a way. We agreed to go to a dinner party. Having recently moved to a new city 
in the middle of a global pandemic that the Republican administration seemed unable or 
unwilling to address, we didn’t really know how to do a dinner party in the current context. 
Death seemed to lurk around every corner in New York. While we were no longer living in New 
York, death still seemed to lurk around several corners in Detroit. Somehow, we all decided that 
we would not wear masks, likely because we were all otherwise practicing social distancing 
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protocols. At the dinner party at a mutual friend’s house, we met another couple, and the six of 
us made chitchat much like death had ceased to lurk around the corners of Detroit.  
Before sitting down to dinner, the conversation shifted to my work. Sam, a friend of a 
friend, asked, “So, Seth, I hear you’re a researcher. What are you studying?” We discussed 
archives and anarchiving, but we focused on Facebook. Sam paused with a quizzical look on his 
face. “Huh. I don’t know if you’re into this stuff, but I actually talked to Dr. Ian Malcolm about 
this topic just a few months back.” “Really? Dr. Ian Malcolm the world’s most famous chaos 
theorist?” “The original chaotician?” “Yeah. That’s the one. I met him. We talked about 
Facebook.” Sam said smiling, realizing by the reactions that he had the right audience for his 
story. “Yeah, I was actually in New York—your old city—for a small conference. I thought I 
would save money by taking the train from JFK.” “Oh no. That’s such a long, slow ride.” “Yes, 
as I came to find out. Where were you six months ago?” Laughs around the table. “So, what 
happened?” “Okay. I’m on the train. It’s empty. So, I have my pick of the seats. I get settled in 
with my stuff, and I look across the train, and there’s Dr. Ian Malcolm, in his signature get-up. 
You know? He’s still in his mid-40s, wearing all black, snakeskin boots, and sunglasses. His look 
is so iconic, I actually thought he must be an imposter at first. But then, I realized it must be him. 
He didn’t have any bags. I think he was just riding the train for fun. Or, maybe it was research. I 
don’t know.” “So, what happened?” “All right. So, I—you know how many stops there are on 
that line, right?” “Yeah, it takes forever, especially after flying.” “Right. My mistake. But with 
each stop, I start to think, he might get off. I need to approach him because with each stop the 
chance that I don’t get to talk to him increases. You know? So, at one of the stops, I lean over. 
It’s still pretty quiet. And, I ask him, ‘Are you Dr. Ian Malcom?’ And, he says, ‘Yes.’ All right. 
So, at this point, I go over and sit beside him. At first, we make small talk. You know, ‘I love all 
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your work,’ that sort of thing. But then, I’m holding my phone, and I get a push notification from 
Facebook. I must’ve sighed when I saw it and ignored it because he seemed intrigued by that.”  
Sam took a brief break to take a drink of his water. He knew he had his audience’s 
attention. No one said a word. We all waited. “So, when I turn back, he’s staring at me, like, 
‘You got something to tell me?’ Right? He’s looking at me and then back at my phone. So, I tell 
him. I’m kind of tired of Facebook these days. It used to be different. Now, everyone in my family 
is on Facebook. People’s grandparents are on Facebook. It seems increasingly politically 
contentious. This was late 2019. Impeachment looming. You know? But there were also all the 
issues about Facebook and how the data gets used and Cambridge Analytica and privacy issues. 
All that stuff. So, that’s what I told him. He asked me, “You’re not liking what Facebook is 
becoming?” “And, I said, ‘No.’ You know? ‘I don’t like what it’s becoming.’ And, he said, ‘Sam, 
the kind of control you want is not possible. If there’s one thing the history of evolution has 
taught us, it’s that life will not be contained. Life breaks free. It expands to new territories. It 
crashes through barriers. Painfully, maybe even… dangerously, but and… well, there it is.’ My 
phone went off again. But it was a text message. ‘Oh, I thought it was Facebook again. That’d 
been perfect timing.’ He starts poking my knee, saying ‘Sam, Sam. But uh—back to the issue at 
hand. I’m simply saying that life—finds a way.” 
Figure 15. Life Finds a Way 
 
(Gif via @EditingandLayout, 2013; rearranged by Seth McCall, 2020) 
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“Life finds a way? What did he mean by that?” “I don’t really know. But I think he 
meant that I can’t control what Facebook is becoming. So, I can make it into what I want, learn 
to deal with it, or quit using it. Right?” 
“I don’t know. Sometimes, it’s hard to imagine anything good can come from Facebook. 
They’re recording everything you do and selling it to advertisers! They create a space for hate 
speech. They become a tool of bad actors.” “Yeah. Definitely. I can see that. But I do wonder 
about experimentation. It reminds me of this event at MoMA PS1, which, coincidentally, I heard 
about through Facebook. These artists held this event to celebrate Saidiya Hartman’s latest 
book, Wayward Lives, Beautiful Experiments. The book uses problematic archives to write 
speculative histories of minor characters who were maligned, marginalized, and overlooked in 
archives.” “What kind of archives are we talking about?” “They’re from social workers, vice 
detectives, rent collectors, trial transcripts, slum photographers, and parole officers. But the 
point is that they’re filled with troubling discrimination and white supremacist thinking. And she 
uses them to create these beautiful histories of these women who were living wayward lives, 
radical lives, refusing to abide by the rules.” “So, is the writing the beautiful experiment? Or, 
were the women living beautiful experiments?” “Both, right?” “Yeah, so, the event was 
organized to celebrate her book. They invited a bunch of artists who were inspired by Hartman’s 
work. During the event, they each had 10-15 minutes to share their work, inspired by Hartman. 
It was phenomenal. When it was over, I didn’t want to leave. I don’t think anyone was ready to 






Figure 15. Beautiful Experiments Bubble up 
 
(Seth McCall, 2020) 
There was a moment of silence as others wondered about that moment and how to 
discuss it in this moment. “It was a beautiful experiment. All that came from problematic 
archives. Turn of the century archives, but also Facebook. Even though I love Hartman’s work, I 
don’t think I would have heard about that event without Facebook. So, yeah. Life finds a way. 
Even with all the crap, this stuff bubbles up.” “And that’s how Facebook keeps its users.” The 
dinner party continued, just the six of us, sequestered, the only people we’d seen without masks 
in person in months. When we said goodnight, we donned our personalized masks and returned 
to our socially-distant homes, finding ways to live with death lurking around the corners. 
Anarchiving and Pure Difference 
Anarchiving entails attuning with pure difference of archival traces, the pure difference 
that exceeds capture, exceeds categorization, and exceeds concepts. However, considering the 
apparent similarity between “difference in itself” and “difference from,” readers run the risk of 
associating “difference from” with anarchiving. However, thinking difference as merely 
“difference from” mediates pure difference with pre-given categories. These pre-given categories 
get in the way of thought. Rather, pure difference is integral to understanding anarchiving. Pure 
difference involves the “more-than,” with which anarchiving attunes through archival traces. 
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Pure difference cannot be represented, only sensed (Deleuze, 1994, p. 139). Representation 
creates an infinite regress away from pure difference, always mediating pure difference. Rather 
than representation, intuition works on the level of pure difference. Something sensed, but not 
quite nailed down. Anarchiving as a technique, engages with the pure difference of the archive. 
Anarchiving attunes with the more-than of an archival trace, using the sensed pure difference as 
a springboard for creativity. Not only does anarchiving attune with pure difference, it creates 
pure difference. The process continues ad infinitum, the creative advance (Whitehead, 1979). 
                                                                                                     
Common sense conversations about difference generally focus on “difference from,” 
which relies on comparison to mediate difference. Instead, this section turned to Deleuze’s 
“difference in itself” or pure difference. Pure difference exists before, beyond, and beneath 
“difference from.” With pure difference, this section considered competing claims about how 
Facebook relates to difference. Early proponents and advocates of Facebook described it as a 
digital marketplace of ideas. Besides the troubling neoliberal logic of the marketplace governing 
truth, this position assumes that users can tell that good ideas are “different from” bad ideas. 
Instead of a marketplace of ideas, social scientists often describe it as a simulacrum of “real” 
sociality. However, this argument also relies on “difference from,” how the fake is different from 
the real. In the end, this section concluded that pure difference bubbles to the surface on 
Facebook. Despite all the platform’s efforts to mediate, capture, and contain pure difference, life 
finds a way. Anarchiving involves senses pure difference in archives and assembling pure 






Facebook is an infinite archive that creates its own archival dilemmas, but even 
problematic archives can still produce pure difference and thought. This chapter demonstrated 
how Facebook functions as an infinite archive. Moving assemblages affect and are affected by 
Facebook users. However, users also plug into other desiring-machines through Facebook, 
creating a complicated network, a factory of desire. While an infinite archive might seem to 
solve archival dilemmas, it also creates new archival dilemmas. Delegating memory to archives 
(Nora, 1989), a swamp of data builds (Crary, 2014) a “library of Babel” (Borges, 1998). While 
we might expect an infinite archive to offer endless potential for thought, it actually provides an 
easy mechanism to escape thought, underlining the importance of the politics of attention 
(Ahmed, 2008). While Facebook may not be the fabled marketplace of ideas or a fake version of 
“real” sociality, it does get in the way of users engaging with pure difference. However, even 
with all the mediation, pure difference remains. Life and creativity find a way on Facebook 
through anarchiving. Facebook strives to capture the excess of affect and creativity, while users 
strive to create life from the content found on Facebook. Though Facebook remains horribly 
problematic as an escape from thought, creativity still finds a way. 
This chapter is relevant to the scholarly literature of curriculum studies and qualitative 
research. Drawing on a reconceptualized sense of curriculum, this chapter argued that Facebook 
provided a uniquely neoliberal curriculum, contributing to the “intellectual adventure” (Pinar, 
2012) of its users. In a sense, it personalizes and places the impetus for curriculum development 
in the user’s hands. In practice, however, moving assemblages and desiring-machines trouble 
this understanding of the rugged individualist. Borrowing from Pinar’s (2012) curriculum as 
complicated conversation, this chapter assessed Facebook’s curricular work. While Summit 
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Learning claims to put Facebook engineers to work for school reform, this relies on a narrow 
conception of curriculum. This chapter found Facebook to be the ultimate neoliberal, self-made 
curriculum. However, even in this curriculum, students and pedagogues might find interstices in 
which to remake curriculum and engage in pedagogy. 
Turning to qualitative research, this chapter’s argument fits into discussions about the 
post qualitative turn in qualitative inquiry. Post qualitative research turns away from the 
problematic characteristics of the archive of conventional qualitative research. In doing so, it gets 
out from under the weight of a problematic archive. Decades of prescriptive work on qualitative 
research render the field more conventional (St. Pierre, 2011). Over time, the field became more 
positivist (St. Pierre, 2014) and procedural (Springgay & Truman, 2018). Like conventional 
qualitative research, Facebook is a problematic archive, a mechanism for misinformation and 
escape from thought. However, life, creativity, pure difference, and thought can still emerge 
from problematic archives like Facebook. Thus, for the field of qualitative research, strict 
adherence and turning away are not enough. When it comes to problematic archives, 
“experiment with the opportunities it offers” (Deleuze & Guattari, 1987, p. 161). 
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Chapter VI – SenseLab 
Figure 16. Concrete Is as Concrete Doesn’t 
 
 
(Seth McCall, 2021) 
This dissertation began in the Wadleigh Collection, a collection dedicated to a precarious 
school, a collection found in the renowned archive at the Schomburg Center for Research in 
Black Culture. By accident, a document, the Black Solidarity Day flyer from 1976, snuck into 




Figure 17. Minnie Eley’s Black Solidarity Day Flyer 
 
(Wadleigh Collection, Schomburg Center for Research in Black Culture; Seth McCall, 2016) 
From many perspectives, this document was impossible. According to the dominant 
narratives of the “New York Fiscal Crisis of 1975,” the city was a hell-scape. This narrative 
proliferated through movies like Death Wish (1974), Taxi Driver (1976), and The Warriors 
(1979). Given the white flight and block grants that redirected funding away from the racially 
diverse city, the white supremacist overtones in this narrative are unmistakable. Surely, the flyer 
is impossible in such a hellish environment. However, the flyer also runs against the grain of 
white supremacist narratives that pathologize Black women (Harris-Perry, 2011). The flyer 
troubles the mythologies constructed about Black women to justify rape, to sooth the guilt of 
privilege, and to render righteous indignation unbelievable. Surely, the flyer is impossible in this 
pathologized context. Even within the collection, created to demonstrate the historical 
significance of the school with a heavy dose of respectability (Collins-White, 2019; Harris-Perry, 
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2011), the document seems impossible. Rather than moral rectitude, the flyer demonstrates Black 
women exercising power, turning an institution into a political organizing machine. Surely, in the 
context of this collection, meant to protect the school against further threats of school closure, 
the flyer is impossible. 
From within the cracks of these narratives, the inadequacy of “the possible” emerges. 
However, the possible differs from the virtual. As the preceding paragraph demonstrates, the 
possible often finds itself entangled with hegemony. While the possible encourages discovery, 
the virtual encourages experimentation (May, 2019). Experimenting with archival traces 
actualizes and affects the virtual. The anarchive involves the virtual, not just the possible. When 
it comes to books, dogmatism dictates what is possible. Yet, experimentation actualizes the 
impossible and alters the virtual. Rather than quibbling with authorities over the possible, this 
chapter dives into the impossible. 
This chapter also ventures into the impossible, considering what archives might yet do 
through concrescence, creativity, and affect. Rather than a static world, this chapter draws on 
process philosophy to demonstrate the processual concrescence of a book. Next, the chapter 
explores the creativity of SenseLab reading groups, finding creativity in the collective head. 
Finally, the chapter concludes with the layers of affect that contribute to the pull of a book and a 
reading group. However, the chapter begins by discussing how the SenseLab fits into la 
paperson’s (2017) triadic system of universities. Rather than accept “the possible,” the third 
university experiments with traces of the first and second university. 
Aster Linosyris 
Once upon a time, there was a recent college graduate named Aster Linosyris. She 
scrolled online trying to decide what to do next. Pretty soon, she came upon a website. She 
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clicked on U.S. News & World Report and went right in. On the homepage, she clicked on 
“Grad Schools.” She found rankings. In fact, she found lots of rankings for all sorts of 
programs: Business, Law, Medical, Engineering, Nursing, and Education. As an undergraduate 
she studied education, so she decided to try Education. Aster liked the idea of graduate school 
and the feeling of smartness associated with it. She read about the first university. The first 
university offered all kinds of reasons to go there! Their professors included familiar names from 
government, television, and her undergraduate coursework. Their professors were engaged in 
major research projects, collaborating with the federal government. They also had a brand-new 
STEM facility, which looked very nice. And, their basketball team had just won the National 
Championship. But she actually found the professors and their research kind of boring. And, the 
more she thought about it, she didn’t care for STEM, and she didn’t really like basketball. “This 
college is too much of a ‘machine of accumulation and expansion […] carried out by neoliberal 
mechanisms that tie the production of knowledge to grant RFPs and revenue-generating 
enterprises’ (la paperson, 2017, p. 37)!” she exclaimed. So, she decided to try the second 
university. They had no athletics at all, which was more to her liking. The second university 
seemed overtly political in a way the first university was not. The school’s slogan, “Creating a 
Smarter, Healthier & More Equitable World,” addressed her interest in social justice, except it 
seemed kind of vague. The professors at the second university were studying some of her favorite 
authors from her undergraduate coursework, most notably Paulo Freire. In fact, there was more 
than one professor specializing in Freire. Her face wrinkled in a disappointment, “This college 
is ‘mistaking its personalized pedagogy of self-actualization for decolonize transformation’ (la 
paperson, 2017, p. 42)!” So, she moved on to the third university, which turned out to be part of 
the first university. Its mission was decolonization, and it was strategic, timely, vocational, 
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unromantic, problematic, and anti-utopian. “Ahhh, this college ‘assembles decolonizing 
machines out of scrap parts from colonial technology’ (la paperson, 2018, p. 53),” she said with 
admiration. She ate it all up. After she’d researched all three universities, she thought about life 
after school and worried about paying off school loans. So, she went to the tuition section. She 
looked at the first university. “This college is too expensive!” So, she looked at the second 
university. “This college is too expensive, too!” she groaned. So, she tried the last, the third 
university. “Ahhh, this college is too expensive, too” she sighed. She resolved to live with debt 
and went to sleep in her own bed, which she could still afford. 
Context 
Montreal, the second largest city in Canada, sets upon the historic lands of the Mohawk 
and Ojibwe, specifically the Iroquois village of Hochelaga (Girard, 2017). Within Montreal, the 
university operates in the shadows of well-known neighboring institutions: McGill University 
and Université de Montréal. As a result, Concordia competes for students, faculty, and other 
resources. All this accumulation requires detailed record keeping. Rankings promise to stimulate 
accumulation by assuring the consumer of a quality product. Aster found this university too 
wrapped up in accumulation and expansion. However, universities, like Concordia, can also 
market their school’s humanizing mission. As a “next-generation university,” Concordia “sets its 
sights further and more broadly than others” by engaging with the “substantial challenges facing 
society,” pursuing “technology without losing sight of our humanity” (Next-Generation, 2020). 
By focusing on the problems facing humanity, universities like Concordia emphasize the high 
stakes of mastery and differentiate themselves from competitors. For Aster, this university was 
too wrapped up in mastery. 
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Founded in 2004, the SenseLab—“a laboratory of thought in motion” (SenseLab, 
2020)—remains affiliated with Concordia. It resonates with Aster’s third university. As a non-
hierarchical organization governed by affinity, not structure, the SenseLab engages in research-
creation at the intersection of art, activism, and philosophy. The SenseLab claims no members, 
and anyone can participate who shares an affinity, as much or as little they like. As a result, the 
SenseLab includes a massive, international network of participants, currently 876, organized 
through Basecamp, a digital project management platform. Like other research labs, the 
SenseLab obtains external funding through grants (e.g., SSHRC) and a Patreon account. While 
the affiliation with Concordia University plugs the SenseLab into the student body and university 
resources, the SenseLab also organizes other materials, from texts for reading groups to 
platforms for organizing to support its ongoing work. Thus, the SenseLab strategizes with the 
resources and constraints of the first and second university. 
It may seem odd to focus so much attention on Montreal and Concordia when discussing 
the SenseLab. Certainly, given the proliferation of creativity within the SenseLab, there is no 
shortage of details to describe. To include this particular description of Montreal is to suggest 
that its colonial past, the accumulation of wealth, and the centuries of European domination 
affect the SenseLab today. In the same way, including a brief description of Concordia suggests 
to the reader that the SenseLab engages with the constraints of its university partner through 
creative duplicity (Massumi, 2018). Concordia’s drive to compete with their neighbors in 
rankings, grants, and brands affect the SenseLab. Adding a humanizing mission ties the mastery 
of an archived curriculum with the mastery of social issues. As a result, there can be little 
patience for digression. While the SenseLab continues to build an international network of 
thinkers, following a two-track approach inside and outside the university (van der Tuin, 2020), 
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it remains implicated with Montreal and Concordia. Of course, Montreal and Concordia also 
open up particular potentialities, offer unique resources. Thus, the SenseLab plugs into these 
potentialities and strategically navigates enabling constraints, determining which might be 
productive and which might be circumvented and how. In a sense, the SenseLab attunes and 
experiments with these archives of accumulation and mastery. 
In thinking about the relationship between Montreal, Concordia, and the SenseLab, la 
paperson’s (2017) triadic taxonomy of universities proves especially generative. However, it is 
not a categorical device because each of the universities already exist and coalesce together, as 
Aster found in her college search. The first university operates according to accumulation and 
dispossession. They accumulate Land. They also accumulate large-scale research grants, 
prestigious awards, complimentary rankings, recognizable names, and student tuition (la 
paperson, 2017). The SenseLab draws on the materiality of the first university (e.g., students, 
technology resources like Zoom) to reroute toward new ends. Unlike the first, the second 
university seeks to critically humanize through mastery and rigor (la paperson, 2017). In the 
context of reading, tensions arise between the second university’s drive to mastery and the 
SenseLab’s privileging of neurodiversity. Tinged with a neoliberal perspective on reading, the 
second university expects mastery of the text. Against this tension, the third university lives on 
the scraps of the first and second university, teaching the first world curriculum and the second 
world critique (la paperson, 2017). However, this requires strategizing with the archives of 
accumulation and mastery, finding a surplus-value in these archives to create a third world 






These vignettes involve the research questions introduced in Chapter I, but vignettes are 
also allied with the process of anarchiving. Objects come together in a nexus of novelty, 
generating creativity that is affected by how that nexus comes together. Anarchiving, unlike 
creativity in general, pulls together archival traces for a creative event, which generates affect. 
Drawing on the SenseLab as an example of anarchival practice, this chapter includes three 
vignettes that follow concrescence, creativity, and affect. First, it begins with an actual copy of 
Whitehead’s Process and Reality. The example demonstrates concrescence the complex process 
of the concrescence, what others might refer to as materiality. Next, the chapter turns toward the 
SenseLab’s creativity, focusing specifically on the reading groups. A screenshot of the “Reading 
and Gathering” landing page on Basecamp serves a document of creativity. Finally, the chapter 
concludes by considering the affects of this creativity. Focusing on one particular copy of 
Spinoza’s Second Postulate, the chapter addresses some of the affects of the SenseLab. 
Rhizomatic vines—their roots and leaves sprawling out—entangle together as they grow. So, 
too, do these vignettes. Thus, it would be a mistake to consider concrescence, creativity, or affect 
as an entirely distinct categories. Like the roots and leaves of a vine, these processes entangle. 
While prescinding (Peirce, 1998, p. 270) helps to explicate, in actuality, these vines prove far 
more entangled in the processual character of anarchival creativity. 
Concrescence of SenseLab 
The SenseLab includes a mixed network of offline and online materials. Though many 
know the SenseLab through face-to-face interactions and its university affiliation, this chapter 
focuses on an actual book read with the SenseLab for two reasons. First, the study did not 
include any visit to Montreal during the study. While Montreal and Concordia University may be 
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important in understanding the SenseLab, they lay largely outside the scope of this study. 
Second, the materiality of the SenseLab proliferates, expands, races, and tangles in ways that 
break frames (Gershon, 2018) of analysis. Thus, another study can address the expansive 
materiality of the SenseLab. 
Like anything else, the SenseLab reckons with an inheritance. It is common to associate 
inheritances with wealth. However, every event entails an inheritance. A nexus—a “particular 
fact of togetherness among actual entities” (Whitehead, 1979, p. 20)—forms. An event unfolds 
with these actual entities, affected by their immediate pasts, their inheritance. Later sections will 
address the creative and affective unfolding. This section considers the nexus of actual entities, 
also termed actual occasions. In doing so, this section foregrounds a copy of Whitehead’s 
Process and Reality, an artifact from numerous reading group sessions. After briefly describing 
the book’s appearance, it becomes a springboard to theorize concrescence as it relates to the 
SenseLab. In the nexus of actual entities, inheritances are thrown-together in a particular manner, 
contributing to the coming event.  
Hoarding, or Attuning with Objects 
“Well, how was your week?” 
“Yeah, it’s been a good week. I stuck with my schedule, set an appointment with the 
doctor, and kept my drinking to a minimum.” 
“That’s good, Jeff.” 
“Yeah. I thought it was a good week.” 
A momentary silence envelopes the room as Jeff and Shawn nod at their computers. With 
the pandemic threat, the two have never actually sat in the same room. Still, they’ve managed to 
develop a therapeutic relationship through Zoom.  
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“Jeff, we’ve been seeing each other like this for a while. I feel like I’ve learned a lot 
about you, your background, your anxieties, and your goals.” 
“Yeah. I think it’s going well.” 
“Can we talk about the newspapers?” 
“Huh? What do you mean?” 
“Jeff, there’s a stack of newspapers behind you that’s about three to five feet tall. I’ve 
noticed it. What’s going on there?” 
Turning around to look at a stack of newspapers in the corner. “Oh, that. Yeah. I started 
collecting those for a class on maps and mapping. We were encouraged to look for maps in the 
real world to see how they’re used. Newspapers seemed to be a great place to look. And, at the 
time, I had access to free newspapers through the university. So, every day, I collected a copy of 
two national newspapers and a local newspaper. However, as time passed, I realized that I 
couldn’t quite keep up with reading and cutting out maps. Even when I did cut out maps, I 
worried that I might lose some of the context. So, I just kept the newspapers.” 
“Are you done with the class?” 
“Yeah. I’ve been done with the class for [looking up as if counting in his head] 15 
years.” 
“So, I’m wondering, why’d you keep the newspapers?” 
“Yeah. I actually get that a lot. Um—well. There’s a lot of reasons. I think there’s bound 
to be a use for these newspapers, right? There’s got to be something I can use them for at some 
point. There might also be some nostalgia related to that moment in time. I could look through 
those newspapers and transport myself back to 2005.”  
“Have you talked to anyone else about this?” 
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“Well, yeah. My partner would like me to get rid of them. We talk about it every once in a 
while. They don’t really see the need to keep the newspapers and stuff like that.” 
“Stuff like that? Do you collect other things?”  





“I don’t know. It seemed like something to do. I—uh—was in Boy Scouts and I liked 
geology and nature and that sort of thing. So, it seemed to make sense.” 
“Okay. Well, tell me about your rock collection.” 
“Well. I never really bought any rocks. Every once in a while my Mom might buy me a 
rock as a gift. She found this display case—I think it was actually an old printer’s drawer. We 
used that to display them. A few years back, we were going through all the stuff she kept from my 
childhood. She still had the rocks, but she kept them in a bag. They seemed to have lost all their 
significance.” 
“They didn’t seem significant like they used to?” 
“No—uh—We were going through this stuff, and my brother-in-law was excited because 
he had a rock collection, too. He started listing off some of the things in his collection, like 
dinosaur fossils. Well, my Mom sort of laughed there because my rock collection was a 
collection of rocks that I picked up in my everyday life. For example, I remember having a sit-
down meal at a Pizza Hut. I was really happy, and, as we left, I grabbed a rock from the Pizza 
Hut landscaping. Not an expensive rock. In fact, for most people, it was probably a worthless 
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rock. But my rock collection was about the stories that I could remember from those rocks. Also, 
in some cases just the textures.” 
“So, after growing up and moving away, you lost those stories, and the rocks ceased to 
feel important to you. Is that right?” 
“Yeah… I still don’t want to lose them, so I’m glad she kept them. But I’d rather see them 
in a display case of some sort.” 
“I see. You’d like them preserved. So, did you keep any other collections?” 
“I guess I started collecting books in college, while working in the campus bookstore’s 
warehouse. They hired me during the rush of purchases and returns. At the end of the rush, I was 
tasked with throwing the books that could not be returned into a dumpster. These books were out 
of date, damaged, or just didn’t sell. Covers missing. Pages or sections torn out. Heavily 
damaged books. Unpopular books that were over-produced and under consumed. But it still 
reminded me of Fahrenheit 451. It felt like I was burning books. It felt sacrilegious. So, I started 
picking through the books. As a result, I ended up with a lot of books.”  
“Sacrilegious! All right. So, you thought of this as a rescue situation?” 
“In part. But ‘I’m also struck by the pleasures of simply being in the presence of books. 
That is, I am always affected by books even when I am not reading them. As someone who grew 
up in a working-class home, it’s hard to separate the pleasures I experience with books from a 
decades-long attempt to rework my habits, bodying myself into the forms of class privilege that 
enable flourishing in universities’ (Snaza, 2019, p. 131). That’s also definitely part of it.” 




“Yeah, but, there’s also something about the feel of a book that I prefer to the experience 
with a PDF.” 
“Right, so again, this texture, this feel of a book.” 
“It’s also bittersweet because I know that buying books implicates me in some pretty 
terrible ecological practices. ‘The kinds of logging, processing, printing, and transportation that 
are required to produce books on a large scale are almost universally seen as ecologically 
destructive at this point’ (Snaza, 2019, p. 153). 
“So, you like it, but you also feel bad about liking it because you think it’s destructive?” 
“Yeah, I do. I tried to get rid of some, but ‘try to give away a book […] that you’ve 
returned to either in fact or in spirit over the years, that has become a true friend. This is not an 
easy task. [W]hat is foregrounded is the quality of the object’s material-forces rather than its 
matter form” (Manning, 2016, p. 73). 
“Do you feel like these collections ever get in the way of your happiness?” 
“Not really—I mean—I think I might get rid of the newspapers. [Both laugh.] You know, 
in thinking about it, I might retrieve my old rock collection. But I couldn’t possibly part with my 
books. I have too many memories with them, too many stories, too many feelings wrapped up in 
them.” 
The What-ness of a Book 
On a desk, under a draft of this chapter, sets a copy of Whitehead’s Process and Reality. 
Upon first glance, it seems much like any other copy of the text. Looking closer, however, there 
is the impression of a scratch on the front cover. Not a gash, but something like the impression of 
a dull fingernail dragged across the glossy surface without breaking the laminated surface. 
Holding it and turning it over in our hands, there is the feel of two fractures in the spine, as if it 
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had been held open in two sections: “Organisms and Environment” and “The Theory of 
Feelings.” To hold the book is to sense its fragility. Running fingers along the spine, the residue 
of a sticker remains at the bottom, likely a yellow “USED” sticker. The leftover residue now 
collects dirt, grime. Setting it back down, one’s gaze might settle upon the black and white 
photograph of Alfred North Whitehead taking up half of the cover, the same photograph from 
other books (Whitehead, 1967a). White, bald, bespectacled with round lenses, simple wire 
frames, wearing a three-piece suit, seated in front of a bookcase with leather-bound books, 
reading a small book, too small for his boney, veiny hands. Looking at the book on the desk, now 
on top of the draft, the cover fans open slightly, a sign of wear, a sign of a good book. The bent 
corners hint a past jostling, in a bag perhaps. On the sides of the book, four purple post-it flags 
hang out the side and 12 dog-eared pages create gaps between pages. Grasping and opening up 
the book reveals the yellowed glue along the binding just behind the cover, materials that came 
together to create the book. The feel of a book that merits care, that might break in half with too 
much pressure. Flipping delicately through the pages, those purple flags refer to pages 
addressing “appetition,” one piece of the puzzle. No particular theme organizes the dog-eared 
pages, nonetheless, important to the reader. Innumerable annotations. Circled page numbers. 
Underlined text. Text, symbols, and vertical lines in the margins. However, only one word 
highlighted: appetition. While some pages seem cluttered with annotations, like page 21, other 
pages remain entirely unadorned. It leaves the impression of a book read carefully, but not 
necessarily in its entirety. Still, remnants of a reading, or, better yet, several readings. Tracking 
down a receipt, reveals that the book was purchased on eBay from second.sale, an organization 
with over 941,810 sales and 99.1% positive feedback. Second Sale: “The lowest prices on 
hundreds of thousands of used items!” Returning to the receipt, shows the book purchased on 
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November 18, 2019 for $12.51, standard shipping, a whole network of systems of currency, 
value, and shipping and receiving.  
Unspooling of a Book 
However, all these details about one particular book raise questions. Why all this focus 
on the materiality of one particular book? In this case, we consider this book to be an archival 
trace. The book is archival in that it comes from and is preserved in a larger collection, like Jeff’s 
book collection. As an archival trace, the book carries an excess potential. Previous SenseLab 
reading groups studied Whitehead. As a result, his work runs through SenseLab texts (e.g., 
Manning, 2016; Murphie, 2016). But most importantly, Whitehead (1979) is fundamental to 
understanding anarchiving. In all the details and annotations, the book documents the remnants 
of creativity, discussed in more detail in the next section. Finally, the book itself emerges from a 
larger situation, one that involves the book’s production and acquisition in its reading (Snaza, 
2019).  
Why was this particular book purchased in November 2019? In the fall of 2019, a 
SenseLab reading group pursued the topic of consciousness through William James and into 
Whitehead. By November, the group, as it was composed at that time, agreed to commit to 
Whitehead’s Process and Reality. Given the commitment and the preference for the feel of the 
book, the group decided to make a long-term shift to Whitehead, to justify the purchase. Still, the 
group also uploaded a copy to Basecamp. However, given its interest in consciousness, the group 
did not start at the beginning. The group started in the middle. But then we decided to move 
toward the end. After finding a passage confusing, the group moved to the beginning of Part III. 
After reading the entire part, the group committed to returning to the beginning of the book to 
review Whitehead’s approach and scheme.  
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How did all these annotations appear? For the most part, the annotations trace the 
movements of several readings. However, each reading group meeting generated at least two 
rounds of annotations. To begin, after the group decided what to read, a reader read these 
passages, annotating what they found important, the connections noticed, and where they had 
questions. Later, the reading group meeting generated another layer of annotations, traces of 
another event. While some annotations are indistinguishable between these two events, the 
vertical lines in the margins indicate the passages read during the group meeting. In many cases, 
though certainly not all, an overlap appears between the layers of annotation, horizontal and 
vertical lines. Some passages were not read by the reading group at all, only read for reference. 
Still, flipping through the pages, the lack of annotations in other areas, big chunks indicate the 
partial reading. What about the four “appetition” flags? After one of the initial readings of the 
text, the reading group decided to choose concepts to explore throughout the book to add a layer 
to our own readings. This particular book carries remnants of that exploration in the flags and 
highlighting of appetition, a deep-dive into appetition. According to Whitehead (1979), 
“Appetition is immediate matter of fact including in itself a principle of unrest, involving 
realization of what is not and may be” (p. 32).  
Why so much on page 21? This particular page comes from the second chapter “The 
Categoreal Scheme,” a chapter in which Whitehead introduces some of his most important and 
difficult to understand concepts. Based on the annotations, the reader often turned to this chapter 
looking for explanations of particular terms, especially “creativity” and “concrescence.” They 




In theorizing with this book, different camps suggest different routes. Common sense 
suggests that the book is inert. When set down, it never seems to get up and leave. Along these 
lines, the book does nothing but carry the ideas of the genius. A good reader recognizes the 
genius where a bad reader fails. But the book itself is inert. It does not change unless a human 
intervenes. Others, following Bennett (2010), might suggest that this is a troubling sort of 
anthropocentrism. They might prescribe a dose of anthropomorphism to remedy the situation. 
Unlike the trope of fixity, vital materiality (Bennett, 2010) might recognize the book as alive. 
Bennett’s thing-power “gestures toward the strange ability of ordinary, man-made items to 
exceed their status as objects and to manifest traces of independence or aliveness” (2010, p. xvi). 
Though better than the trope of fixity, vital materiality risks bifurcating nature (Manning, 2016; 
Whitehead, 1920). In doing so, it splits the concept of nature from the reality of nature, the 
conceptual from the physical, the internal from the external. Instead, following Whitehead, this 
section turns to a processual understanding of what comes to be known as materiality.  
In fact, this particular book, described in great detail in the preceding paragraphs, actually 
helps demonstrate the process involved, concrescence. Whitehead proposed concrescence 
because it had the advantage of being derived from the Latin “growing together” and the 
familiarity of concrete in daily life (Whitehead, 1967a, p. 236). Of course, in discussing 
concrescence, the reader may associate concrete with fixity. Through experience, concrete may 
appear fixed in the short run. However, in a longer duration, it falls apart. Through the process 
of concrescence many entities “grow together” to create one actual entity. Thus, along these 
lines, the book is nothing but a nexus of occasions and their traces: the writing, the publishing, 
the mass production, the sale, the storage, the resale, the reading, the shared reading, all the 
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history of the reading group. These occasions, and many more beyond purview, leave their 
traces. The traces left by reading and shared reading form the most obvious examples: flags, dog-
eared pages, all sorts of annotations. The receipt hints at other occasions that slip beyond 
purview. However, it is not just this particular book. The process of concrescence also brings 
together the events and traces of the author, the text in general, and even book-ness in general. 
All these occasions and traces of experimentation—with this particular text, the text in general, 
the author, the concepts, the field, and book-ness—rhizomatically come together for a novel, 
actual occasion of concreteness with this particular book. 
When it comes to the marginalia, common sense suggests it is a distraction or an 
insignificant attempt to get at the meaning of the text. An anthropomorphic argument might 
suggest that the marginalia is part of the life of the book or evidence of the book exercising its 
agency. However, “[s]cribbles in the margins of pieces of paper have material affects” (Truman, 
2016, p. 97). Many of the annotations involved appetition. The marginalia, not just the 
marginalia around appetition, indexes an excess potential, a surplus-value. This intuition about a 
surplus value involves a proposition with the book. Appetition entails the urge to realize a 
proposition in the physical world (Whitehead, 1979, p. 32). A proposition involves the 
actualizing of the virtual in a nexus of occasions (p. 262). Through the proposition, the 
conceptual affects the physical because of how it affects the process of concrescence. Thus, the 
process of appetition unsettles the bifurcation of nature that splits the interior from the exterior, 
the conceptual from the physical. Instead, through appetition and propositions, the interior and 
exterior, the conceptual and the physical fold into one another. A proposition may or may not be 
realized. In fact, they may contribute to the creation of objects of desire, “clusters of promises” 
around objects that can feed into cruel optimism (Berlant, 2011). Propositions, however, 
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primarily function as a “lure for feelings” (Whitehead, 1979, p. 25). Realized or not, the 
proposition adds a new occasion to the nexus of occasions, which in this case involves a book. 
Thus, when it comes to propositions, interest is more important than truth (1979, p. 259). The 
truth may add to interest, but the proposition functions as a “lure for feelings” because it invites a 
growing together through concrescence. The way an event comes together creates consequential 
affects. 
Creativity of SenseLab 
Shifting to creativity, we find it intricately intertwined with concrescence. In his 
philosophy of organism, Whitehead privileges creativity, associating it with life itself. Life, for 
Whitehead (1979), is about novelty. Life is “a bid for freedom” (p. 104). Life entails creativity. 
Creativity is “the ultimate behind all forms, inexplicable by forms, and conditioned by its 
creatures” (p. 20). Beneath the facade of form, lie creatures engaged in creativity. Like with 
concrescence, through creativity the many become “one actual occasion,” a “complex unity”  
(p. 21). Then, that unity adds a novel, singular event to the world. To begin, this section 
considers a moment of creativity during a pandemic. Foregrounding Whitehead, the section 
shifts into a description of the “Reading and Gathering” landing page on Basecamp, a platform 
used to organize SenseLab reading groups. The landing page turns out to be entangled with 
creativity. Finally, the landing page becomes an archive of creativity and an anarchive for 
creativity to come. 
Life during Lockdown 
We struggled with lockdown. As the virus spread, scientists and—if we were fortunate—
governments advocated for social distancing and lockdown. We quit going to work. We quit 
going to restaurants and coffee shops. We quit going to gyms and bars. We quit going to the 
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library. We quit going shopping, mostly. We only went to the grocery store when we knew it 
would be quiet. Still, we also went to the liquor store, a troubling coping mechanism that indexed 
the psychological strain of the lockdown. We looked out our windows. We watched the essential 
workers. We read about the deaths. We worried we had the virus. Did we have the virus? We 
worried about our “pre-existing conditions.” We wore masks. We disinfected surfaces, even our 
groceries. We washed our hands while dutifully singing songs. We watched the ambulances pull 
up to our buildings. We wondered whether we, too, might leave in a stretcher. We watched the 
ambulances meander through the streets of the city. We wondered about the hospital scene. We 
beat our pots at 7 pm to let the essential workers know. We saw them. We appreciated them. We 
wondered when this all might end. We would lose our jobs. We would find the academy even less 
accommodating. And, we wondered how we might make it through the lockdown, isolated from 
friends, from family.  
We wondered how we might continue. How we might come together when coming 
together seemed too dangerous. Really, we only knew each other through the coming together. 
What else were we? In the past, we supplemented the face-to-face togetherness with digital 
togetherness. We decided to try Zoom. Now digital togetherness was all we had. We had an 
institutional account. We started with four, but people kept logging onto Zoom. Before long, we 
were more than forty. Was this more than usual? Did we need this more than usual? For some, it 
was the first time we had seen each other’s faces. We knew the names from other platforms, 
other events. We created new ways of engaging with one another. We experimented with the 
video on Zoom. We distorted the video with opaque objects. We redirected the video to our cat. 
We turned off the video altogether. We played with the chat: emojis, jokes, points, and 
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digressions. A parallel conversation emerged through text alongside the video and voices. 
Sometimes, the two conversations merged, momentarily, into one. 
In that moment, we found togetherness in the midst of a lockdown. As is often the case, 
we came together around a text, this time a familiar author with a somber tone. “What is 
immanence? A life. [A] life playing with death […] everywhere” (Deleuze, 1997, p. 28), “the 
passage of one to the other as becoming” (1997, p. 25). Sometimes joyful, other times deadly. 
Later, we would face “Zoom fatigue” and lament how it’s “not the same as ‘real,’ (i.e., 
unmediated, face-to-face) communication.” But in that moment, we found novel, needed 
togetherness. We joked about the run on toilet paper. How much do these people expect to go? 
We started to feel the need for toilet paper. We confided that the asshole was the first privatized 
organ (Deleuze & Guattari, 2009, p. 143). How’s that for word art? We gave each other advice 
on the chat about how to minimize the use of toilet paper. We recommended using the Tushy, a 
portable bidet. We laughed together, and momentarily forgot about the lockdown. We looked 
forward to the next Zoom meeting and decided to meet more often. 
Collective Head 
The group convenes much as they always do, with a friendly greeting, followed by Luce 
asking, “Does anyone have a place where they would like to start?” However, this session veers 
in an unusual direction, when a new participant, overwhelmed by anxiety interjects, “I’m sorry. 
This is my first time in one of these groups—” Luce responds, “Welcome.” “Thanks. Sorry, I’m 
Audre.” In response, a murmur of greetings ripple through the group, followed by some 
laughter. “Like, are we all allowed to talk?” Luce responds, “Of course.” “Okay. Even if we 
don’t really know the text that well?” “Absolutely. We never know the text. But in this group, 
you’re joining a collective head, we figure it out collectively. The collective head takes the 
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pressure off.” “Okay, but how am I supposed to participate?” “Hmm. We might bring a question 
that we would like to understand better. Or, maybe just choose a passage that resonates for some 
reason. Why does that passage puzzle that person? But we think collectively.” “Okay, but I don’t 
really have a background in philosophy, so this text was… difficult.” “So, I think we all found 
the text challenging in different ways. No philosophy background? That’s okay. A lot of people 
here don’t have that background. That’s the beauty of the group. You’re part of a collective 
head. We bring our own strengths.” Looking around the room, others have more to say about the 
collective head. “It’s the fecund caress [of an] anarrangement [that] refuses every enclosure of 
its resources” (Moten, 2016, p. 163). It’s the “constant throwing of itself beyond its categories” 
(p. 165). It’s “walking hand in hand in a field of feel” (p. 169). It’s “an open installation, the 
thing you live in and play in and play and wear and are.” (p. 170). “The collective head always 
complains, always sings together; the collective head is coming-together, way on the outskirts of 
town” (p. 170). But they hesitate, fearing they might overwhelm the newcomer. Thoughts 
reserved for another day. 
With Audre settled in, and seemingly at ease, the group turns toward the text, Gabriel 
Tarde’s (1903) The Laws of Imitation. Sean has a place to start. “So, I noticed something odd 
on page 208. There’s a reference to subjective and objective. In the midst of all the interior and 
exterior, I just thought that was strange.” “What page is that on?” “Page 208, the first few 
lines.” “So, what page is that in the French?” “Ah, I found it. In the French, he used interior 
and exterior, which fits with the other passages.” “Yeah. It seems like the translator just 
conflated the subjective and objective with the internal and external. It’s kind of like the 
translations of Spinoza. Sometimes they try to change the text to fit into their own habits of 
thought, whether consciously or unconsciously.”  
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What others may or may not hear beneath the conversation are other ways of engaging 
the text. But Audre notices. While part of the group continues discussing the translation from 
French to English, others take up the text in different ways. Luce appears behind a loom. Rather 
than parsing the individual words of the text, she’s weaving the text into textiles. Through 
transduction, she listens to the conversation and creates textiles. Periodically, she interjects, 
ideas emerging from a different mode. Another participant plays with their camera. Different 
fabrics and objects partially obscure the camera, a threshold experiment. While listening to the 
conversation, she plays with the threshold between herself and group. Another Zoom window 
frames a cat. Curled up in a small, furry circle, the cat sleeps, nestled into a blanket on a bed. 
The cat never speaks. The cat never moves. The cat merely sleeps in the corner of a Zoom frame, 
experimenting with the thresholds of corporate video conferencing technology. Audre, slipping 
through thresholds, finds herself transfixed, watching the cat. Tarde slides in and out of her 
consciousness, as the cat sleeps in the corner. 
The What-ness of a Website 
The SenseLab uses Basecamp as a mechanism to organize events, like reading groups. 
Logging onto Basecamp, opens to a screen with multiple projects. However, this description 
focuses on the “Reading and Gathering” project, which reading groups use to create events. 
Upon arriving at this particular project page, several options appear. First, there are the 
opportunities to invite more people, post a new message, and add more files. Inviting more 
people adds someone to the group, allowing them to receive emails from the “Reading and 
Gathering” project. Next, there is the opportunity to post a new message. Posting a new message 
allows a SenseLab participant to start a new discussion amongst the other participants in the 
project. Then, there is an option to add new files. These files might be related to an upcoming 
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event, a text for a reading group, or audio recordings from a reading group. Basecamp also 
provides features to keep participants connected with the most recent updates from that particular 
project. For example, near the top of the page appears “Upcoming Events,” which includes Tarde 
RG on October 2 and Diagrammatic Thought RG on October 8. Across the top of the page 
notifies that this project includes 599 people, 934 Discussions, and 326 Files. Countless 
permutations for novel togetherness. A prodigious archive. Scrolling down reveals the five most 
recent discussions. Three of the five refer to reading groups: what they will be reading, an audio 
recording of a past meeting, and another upcoming meeting. Scrolling further down the page, 
reveals the six most recent file uploads: four recordings from a reading group, a supplemental 
reading for a reading group, and a proposition for research creation. 
Unspooling of a Website 
But why use something called “Basecamp”? Basecamp recalls different histories, bound 
up with mountain climbing and colonial military expeditions. While Basecamp carries with it 
associations with the colonialist project of expeditions, it also connotes an alpine allegory 
(Daumal, 2004). While climbers might expend energy climbing the mountain and find its peak 
provides a unique vantage point on the world, the climbers must, at some point descend from the 
mountaintop. Basecamp serves a fundamental role within the SenseLab, providing a mechanism 
through which participants can work out the logistics of events, a mechanism to organize 
hundreds of participants, over 599 people. It also facilitates the sharing of generative texts, 
documents, and recordings and provides a mechanism to document creativity. However, this is 
not about capturing creativity, encasing it in amber, and marketing it to investors. Documenting 
creativity through Basecamp preserves traces of creativity for future events, “an archive that 
stores only in order to hold an eventful coming-again in reserve, that holds in store for 
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reactivation and variation, not to preserve” (Massumi, 2017, p. 97). For example, an audio 
recording of a meeting does not “capture” the event for preservation, but it does provide material 
for future creativity, another event. 
But how, exactly, does Basecamp work with a reading group? Based on an interest, a 
participant posts on Basecamp with a reading, a date, a time, and a place. The post on Basecamp 
goes out to the email accounts of every participant, unless they opt out of these emails. Given 
this information, participants decide whether they share the affinity for the group and its text. If 
their schedule permits, then they might join the group in person, through Zoom, or over Skype, 
depending on the participant and the reading group. However, as SenseLab participants live all 
over the world, invariably, someone cannot make the meeting time. So, audio recordings of the 
reading groups provide those participants with a trace of the meeting, which can provide the 
springboard for another encounter between the reader, the text, and a recording.  
Theoretical Interlude 
Looking at the Basecamp “Reading and Gathering” landing page, reveals the traces of 
creativity, stored for reactivation and variation, not preservation (Massumi, 2017, p. 97). A 
platform devised for corporate project management, might seem a strange place to look for 
examples of creativity. Instead of  a characteristic of individuals, creativity is a novel 
togetherness. This section explores the relationship between life, creativity, and the constraints of 
problematic platforms. Next, it turns to the collective head and black study. 
Common sense accredits creativity to individuals. It is customary to think of individuals 
creating new technologies, new music, and new movements. It oversimplifies creativity. 
Speaking of music, Brian Eno (2013) noted the insufficiency of this model of creativity. Rather 
than the lone genius with an unrecorded magnum opus in their head waiting to get out, Eno 
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suggested “scenius.” Scenius refers to a larger, creative scene that envelops individuals. The 
“genius” may get the credit, but their work emerged from a particular scene. The SenseLab 
resonates with scenius. While some common sense locates creativity in the individual, “the 
multitude is already productive for itself. This productive imagination is its genius, its 
impossible, and nevertheless material, collective head” (Harney & Moten, 2013, p. 77). Rather 
than merely a human characteristic, Whitehead (1979) associates creativity with an event. An 
occasion brings together a “disjunctive diversity” to create a conjunction (p. 21). Out of many, 
one event emerges. Creativity, for Whitehead, is the “production of novel togetherness” (p. 21). 
Basecamp facilitates this creativity. Reading groups bring together a diversity of participants 
with different readings, different backgrounds, different perspectives to produce a new unity, the 
“collective head” of shared practice. Basecamp provides a mechanism to coordinate hundreds of 
people, files, concepts, affects, and worlds. This unity is not necessarily agreement or consensus, 
but it is an event. In turn, that event creates something more than the mere collection of entities. 
Basecamp stores traces of these events for other events to come. Thus, in the event, the many 
become one, and the one-ness of the event adds to the many. 
As previously mentioned, Whitehead (1979) intricately connects life and creativity. In 
“Life during Lockdown,” some types of novel togetherness became too dangerous. The life of a 
virus threatened millions of lives. In response to the threat of novelty—the novel coronavirus and 
the novel togetherness with it—lockdowns sought to quell the virus’ spread. These constraints 
made novel togetherness increasingly difficult. During the pandemic, the SenseLab experimented 
with Zoom and email reading groups. Like Basecamp, Slack, and Patreon, these remain 
problematic platforms. For example, Zoom privileges frontal interaction and the distantism of 
sight and hearing (Clark, 2017). However, “life lurks in the interstices” (Whitehead, 1979,  
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p. 105), as “a bid for freedom” (p. 104). These problematic platforms provide interstices. In 
discussing enabling constraints, Manning (2016) suggested that “[w]hat matters is how the 
constraint embedded in the procedure becomes enabling of new processes” (p. 91). We might 
associate this with Whitehead’s (1979) principal of process, “how an actual entity becomes 
constitutes what that actual entity is” (p. 23). These problematic platforms can provide interstices 
in which creativity and life might emerge; new processes might be created.  
Borrowing from Whitehead’s sense of creativity, the reading groups emphasize a 
collective head, as discussed in “Collective Head.” In addition, the next section returns to the 
collective head, specifically its affects, “the field of feel” (Moten, 2016, p. 169). As an approach 
to reading, novel togetherness constitutes the collective head. In its emphasis on shared practice, 
the collective head resonates with black study. Moten describes black study as  
what you do with other people. It’s talking and walking around with other people, 
working, dancing, suffering, some irreducible convergence of all three, held under the 
name of speculative practice. The notion of a rehearsal—being in a kind of workshop, 
playing a band in a jam session, or old men sitting on a porch, or people working together 
in a factory—there are these various modes of activity. The point of calling it ‘study’ is to 
mark that the incessant and irreversible intellectuality of these activities is already present 
(Harney & Moten, 2013, p. 110) 
 
Fundamental to black study and the collective head, whether reading, jamming, working, 
or dancing, is togetherness. Some might be inclined to read this as human togetherness. But the 
collective head and black study gather more than human resources (p. 112). As it relates to the 
reading groups, it may involve particular texts, layers of readings, and backgrounds (e.g., artists, 
philosophers, translators, etc.). However, it also includes neurodiversity. Whereas normative 
education strives for right answers, setting up shades of neurodiversity to fix, neurodiversity 
enriches the collective head because it adds new layers to the creativity.  
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Thinking with the collective head suggests reading as creativity (Whitehead, 1979), 
which is slightly different from literacy as event (Heath, 1982, 1983). Of course, reading as 
creativity conflicts with the accumulation imperative of the first university and the drive to 
mastery of the second university (la paperson, 2017). While accumulation necessitates one 
correct reading that can be marketed, mastery also places emphasis on a correct reading, tying it 
to social justice desires. While schools often privilege literacy as transmission and mastery, the 
SenseLab’s reading groups emphasize reading as a creative event of “novel togetherness” 
(Whitehead, 1979). Of course, reading as creativity challenges the individualist credentialing 
imperative of schools. However, the third university, like the SenseLab, strategizes with 
remnants from the first and second university, creating life in the interstices.  
Affect of SenseLab 
While the previous section foregrounded Whitehead’s creativity, this section shifts 
Spinoza’s affect to the foreground. Spinoza’s philosophy of immanence rippled through an entire 
lineage of thinkers. Immanence recognizes bodies as emergent, in the process of becoming as 
they enter into relation with other bodies. Thus, affect plays a key role in Spinoza’s philosophy 
of immanence. As bodies exist in relation, they simultaneously affect and are affected by other 
bodies. Spinoza’s immanence encourages experimentation. Bodies, as they enter into novel 
relations, discover new possibilities. With Spinoza’s affect in mind, this section describes one 
particular text (Spinoza, 1985). Next, the following passage unpacks the affects of this particular 
text. Finally, the last section considers these affects as they relate to Spinoza’s affect. 
We Need to Talk 
Actor enters center stage, under a spotlight. 
Marcia: I’m not feeling it today. I need someone else to take the lead. 
 
221 
Silence. Marcia looks at the chorus. The individuals stand in a group, each covering their 
face with a chorus mask. 
Chorus: We also need someone else to take the lead. 
Marcia looks around. The stage is bare. No set. No other actor with whom to speak. Just 
a book. 
Chorus: Well, we’re in trouble because we never take the lead. 
Marcia: I just can’t lead the group today. If no one else can take the lead, then maybe we 
are done. Are we interested in continuing this group? 
Chorus: We love the group. We really value the group.  
Marcia: Well, then why don’t you talk? 
Chorus: We’re shy. 
Marcia: I understand being shy. I was shy at the beginning. It’s intimidating to join a 
large group that has been together for a long time. The same people usually speak there. 
Marcia looks at the barren stage. 
Marcia: I totally understand. It took me a long time to come to say things. To express my 
thoughts. Not because I understand everything. We never understand everything. But I was very 
shy at the beginning. For someone totally new, it’s normal to feel that way. 
Marcia looks at the Chorus. 
Marcia: However, this is a much smaller group. 
Chorus: We struggle to put our thoughts into words. 




A member of the Chorus removes their mask, walking away from the chorus toward 
Marcia. 
Sofia: I get overwhelmed by the thoughts of others. 
Chorus: Yes. We all get overwhelmed. 
Another member of the Chorus removes their mask, moving toward the center of the 
stage, but only a few steps. 
Noah: I can’t ever seem to find a place to jump into the conversation. When I do, the 
conversation has already passed me by. 
Chorus: Yes. It passes us by. 
Marcia: You can bring a small excerpt that resonates. You don’t have to understand it. If 
ever there’s a passage that moves you, you don’t need to explain why. You can always bring the 
passage into the discussion. Describe your experience. Why did these words and phrases hit me 
like they did? 
Marcia looks at Sofia and Noah, who do not speak. 
Marcia: Or, you can bring your questions. We can figure it out collectively. It’s a loose 
way of reading. The only rule is engagement. We don’t need to fully understand to ask questions. 
We bring a question that we would like to understand better. Choose a passage. Why does that 
passage puzzle me? 
Sofia and Noah, standing between Marcia and the chorus, nod in agreement. 
Marcia: Nothing to say? Then, we can just read the lines together, staying close to the 
text to understand the lines in their own context. We’re here to read together. We think 
collectively. You’re part of a collective head. We each bring our own strengths. 
Chorus: But what if we’re wrong? 
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Marcia: In the academy, we’re so trained to accomplish tasks. I want to undo that habit. 
We don’t need to be totally prepared. It’s fine to improvise. But it becomes boring if I’m the only 
one talking. 
Sofia and Noah agree to exit the Chorus and take on their own speaking roles. 
There's No Representation 
The bell rings. Students enter and sit in their desks facing the board. Ms. Torres, the 
teacher, wearing a brown blazer with beige elbow pads, comes in, picks up a piece of chalk, and 
writes on the board, “Process Philosophy.” She dusts off her hands and sits on the edge of her 
desk at the front of the room, looks at the students, frowns, and shrugs. The students begin 
talking about last night’s assigned reading. 
Brian begins, “What about concepts as mental objects?”  
Ms. Torres directs the group to a passage. She reads it aloud. 
The students pause to read the quotation to themselves. 
Brian adds, “So, in that way, fairies exist in the same way this table exists.” 
With one raised eyebrow, looking at Brian, Micah looks confused. However, he shakes 
his head and copies down notes. He rarely speaks, but he continues attending class. 
Andrew jumps in, recommending a great text from another author on objective feeling, 
how the object conveys feeling. 
Ms. Torres, returning to quotation, “The point is that concepts have a life of their own.” 
Andrew shifts the conversation to the inside and the outside.  
Ms. Torres responds, “In process philosophy, the inside and outside is not defined as 
usual. Instead, there’s no precise division.” 
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Brian agrees, “Yeah. Right. Flow and movement complicate the inside and outside 
division.” 
Ms. Torres, going back to the quotation, “Where is fairy land? It’s a concept. Concepts 
are outside. It’s not purely subjective. It’s real because we can experience it.” 
Ms. Torres refers the group to another passage, a passage describing the “outer” as 
ordered and the “inner” as loose, a durcheinander. 
Micah looks to be on the verge of speaking, mouth agape. 
Andrew, looking puzzled, “What’s durcheinander?” 
Brian responds, “Yeah. I looked that up. It’s like spaghetti-ed, all tangled up.” 
Andrew chuckles to himself, “I’m thinking about books on a bookshelf and the concepts 
in those books. Out there. Book is an object.” 
Micah suddenly interjects, “Are those actual concepts or representations of those 
concepts?” 
Ms. Torres calmly responds, “There is no representation in process philosophy.” 
Andrew cannot contain his laughter, “Yeah. None at all.” He continues laughing, caught 
off guard by the wrongness of Micah’s response. So thoroughly wrong. 
Micah turns red. His head drops. He turns his focus back to taking notes in his notebook. 
He tries to avoid eye contact with the teacher and his peers. It’s not clear if Micah hears any of 
this. 
Andrew continues laughing. 
Ms. Torres, watching Micah, continues, “Concepts are not merely thought of. We 
experience them. We don’t really own our concepts. They have a life of their own.” 
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The class ends, and the students filter out. Ms. Torres returns to her desk. Looking at the 
empty desks, she replays the moments from the class. One moment sticks out, the confused 
response and the laughter. The spaghetti-ed thinking came out and was quickly corrected. The 
rest was just a blur, an out-of-body experience that she floated through. Everyone brings 
something to the collective head, even if it involves a review of the fundamentals of process 
philosophy. Creativity was fundamental to the collective head and the embrace of neurodiversity, 
but it was not a free-for-all with the text. It wasn’t just about right answers either. She felt a real 
responsibility to the author, the text, and the concepts. She owed it to them to really see what 
they might become. Still, she worried about the humiliation of being wrong and the laughter. 
Failure sometimes opens up creativity, collective thought, happy surprises (Halberstam, 2011; 
Sedgwick, 2003), but it could also lead to “fabulously unimaginative” flailing (Berlant, 2018,  
p. 157). However, regardless of its wrongness, Micah’s question existed. In doing so, it affected 
the group. What had in an instant leapt from the internal into the external to affect the group was 
now back into the internal, spaghetti-ed up again. Like concepts, Micah’s question had a life of 
its own. 
The What-ness of a PDF 
Within the computer resides a document, a PDF of Spinoza’s Ethics. Created in 
September 2017, downloaded in May 2018, added to a new computer in January 2019. Modified 
September 21, 2020. Last opened Today, 7:57 pm. Scrolling through the first pages, reveals that 
these 211 pages come from a larger book, The Collected Works of Spinoza: Volume 1 (Spinoza, 
1985). As an excerpt, the page numbers on the PDF do not match the page numbers in the book. 
The PDF begins on page 408. Scrolling through, most the annotations begin on page 85. Based 
on the metadata, most of these annotations occurred between May 2018 and December 2018. 
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Only a few pages contain highlighting, but most pages, after page 85, include some red 
underlining. In addition to the horizontal red lines, several pages contain text, vertical lines, and 
symbols in the margins. Turning to Spinoza’s (1985) Second Postulate, it contains the most 
annotations, underlining, a star, and text in the margin, all occurring in May 2018. However, one 
particular passage in the Second Postulate has all three: underlining, a star, and a text box, “What 
a body can do…” Seemingly, an important passage for the reader of this particular text. In this 
particular passage, Spinoza states, “And of course, no one has yet determined what the Body can 
do” (p. 495).  
Unspooling of a PDF 
However, why include such a detailed description of a PDF in a section on affect as it 
relates to the SenseLab? What makes this text so important? Spinoza spawned a whole tradition 
of divergent thought including Nietzsche, Whitehead, and Deleuze, all of whom underpin the 
SenseLab’s work. However, Spinoza’s Ethics also plays a consequential role in affect studies 
(Gregg & Seigworth, 2010). Thus, the text seems to generate thought. But why this particular 
passage? Spinoza’s Second Postulate proved quite significant for affect studies. According to 
Gregg and Seigworth, this particular passage, “undoubtedly has become one of the most oft-cited 
quotations concerning affect” (p. 3). So, why all the detailed description of dates of creation, 
download, and addition? Between September 2017 and December 2018, the SenseLab’s main 
reading group read Spinoza’s Ethics. During that time, this particular PDF, paired with Deleuze 
(1990), served as the shared text for the group. In SenseLab reading groups, a shared text allows 
participants to—quite literally—stay on the same page. “What page is that on?” On a personal, 
and perhaps nostalgic note, this particular document and passage provides a trace of the first 
SenseLab reading group that launched this study. After reading with the same reading group for 
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two years, the nostalgia of returning to the beginning is striking. In returning to this particular 
passage, something happened, something changed, something stuck. At that time, before feeling 
comfortable joining the main reading group live in May of 2018, unsure of what it was like, the 
initial readings relied on the audio recordings of the reading group sessions in March and April 
2018. Tentative participation that led to two years of dedicated participation. However, it is a 
mistake to assign simple cause and effect, as if the book alone caused it. As is evident by the lack 
of annotations, the reader never exhausted the book itself, despite returning to all the audio 
recordings, some repeatedly. The annotations accumulated through encounters, simultaneously 
affecting the PDF and the reader. 
Theoretical Interlude 
“And of course, no one has yet determined what the Body can do” (Spinoza, 1985,  
p. 495). To begin with, in jest, we might reformulate this slightly, “And of course, no one has yet 
determined what ‘this particular sentence’ can do,” because several different translations 
emerged from Spinoza’s original sentiment. Like the concepts of “There’s No Representation,” 
the passage seems to have a life of its own. In another translation, the same translator returns to 
translate it as, “For indeed, no one has yet determined what the body can do” (Spinoza, 1996,  
p. 71). Minor differences include the opening and the capitalizing of “body.” For his part, 
Deleuze (1990) abbreviated the passage with a simple question, “What can a body do?” (p. 218). 
Considering that it became such an “oft-cited quotation,” it generates different explanations, 
translations, and dilations as it appears in different contexts, a progression that continues on this 
page. While the Second Postulate affects these other contexts, these contexts also seem to affect 
the Second Postulate. Different written interpretations index even more varied readings of the 
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passage. Thus, in a sense, the passage proves incredibly affective in that it sparked rippling 
encounters, becoming a prominent reference in affect theory. 
Shifting to this particular PDF, through its mere existence, the PDF exercises power. By 
continuing to exist, through a cascade of creations beginning with Spinoza’s actual writing of the 
text, the PDF exercises its capacity to affect and be affected by other bodies. “Will I need that 
file in the future?” Given its metadata, the PDF continues to exist and co-compose with other 
bodies. The annotations reveal traces of the contact between a particular reader, that particular 
text, and an event that threw them together, a SenseLab reading group. In encounter, the reader 
affects the text while the text affects the reader. But the PDF also indexes the initial forays with 
reading groups provides an opportunity to think about the ways in readers enter into composition 
with reading groups. 
However, the importance of the field and nostalgia for the beginnings of what became 
this study misses some of the underlying affective forces at work. SenseLab reading groups tend 
toward foundational texts: Spinoza (1677/1985), Tarde (1903), James (1904), Whitehead 
(1967a/1979), Ruyer (1952/2016), Deleuze & Guattari (1980/1987), and Robinson (1983/2000). 
No authority figure dictates the focus of emergent reading groups. Still, many participants seem 
drawn to older, influential texts. But why? Perhaps, participants prefer returning to these 
“seminal”—they are generally male after all—texts with the SenseLab. In this collective desire 
to return to older texts resides a desire to return to origins. While some may expect to find 
answers in archives, SenseLab reading groups generally turn to archives for their surplus value, 
their use as springboards for creativity. A familiar name might just make organizing an event 
easier. Similarly, many of these reading groups retrace Deleuze’s own archive, his references. 
Retracing his steps might help make sense of his work. Or, perhaps, on a more speculative note, 
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it is a return to the old traces to see what else they might do. Regardless, the return to these 
foundational texts resonates with Berlant’s (2011) objects of desire.  
Objects of desire explain some of the pull of academic celebrity and foundational texts. 
According to Berlant (2011), a “cluster of promises” (p. 23) form around objects of desire. 
Attachments develop with these objects, making it, in some cases, quite difficult to let go. 
Proximity to the object provides proximity to the promises. Maintaining proximity with objects 
of desire may be rational or irrational, good or bad.  
     But being drawn to return to the scene where the object hovers in its potentialities is 
the operation of optimism as an affective form. In optimism, the subject leans toward 
promises contained within the present moment of the encounter with her object. (p. 24)  
 
For the subject, these objects promise potentiality. Optimism about these promises may 
be fulfilled or not. Yet, leaning into these promises may lead to deleterious affects, feelings of 
shame like Micah’s, exposure to dust (Steedman, 2002), becoming incomprehensible to others. 
Despite these potentially harmful consequences, the subject returns to the cluster of promises 
bound up with the object of desire. But the constant return to the object of desire also forecloses 
other potentialities. Economists refer to this as an opportunity cost. The opportunity to sit with 
the object of desire can get in the way of other experiences. Every hour spent repetitively reading 
Whitehead (1979) was an hour not spent reading Hartman (1997, 2008, 2019). The return to this 
object prevents experiences with other objects. 
However, reading groups offer more of a pull than just objects of desire. Difference, pure 
difference (Deleuze, 1994), also explains the pull of the SenseLab. Difference affects others. It 
prompts some to recoil in fear of the abject, the threat of being engulfed by difference. Within 
reading groups, this surely occurs. Some participants attend one reading group event, only to 
recoil from the novel togetherness. It may be the text, the people, the platform, or just the feel of 
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the occasion. They may never return. Others recognize some potential in the difference. From 
here, they may try to control it or simply surrender to it. The former involves mastery, the latter 
curiosity. These two ways of experiencing difference can seem quite similar. Mastery involves 
controlling the future. Curiosity tilts more toward surrendering to the unfolding event. In some 
cases, on the road to mastery, curiosity might overcome the participant. The agency of curiosity 
of the event that composes the text might overwhelm them. Overcome by glow (MacLure, 2013),  
some detail […] starts to glimmer, gathering our attention. Things both slow down and 
speed up at this point. On the one hand, the detail arrests the listless traverse of our 
attention across the surface of the screen or page that holds the data, intensifying our gaze 
and making us pause to burrow inside it, mining it for meaning. On the other hand, 
connections start to fire up. (MacLure, 2010, p. 282) 
 
Wrapped up in the agency of curiosity, thought emerges. Deleuze (1994) argued that 
“[s]omething in the world forces us to think. This something is an object not of recognition but 
of a fundamental encounter” (p. 139). It may involve an entire range of affects, but thought 
emerges from an affective encounter that stirs up the agency of curiosity. 
Concrescence, Creativity, Affect, and Anarchiving 
At this point, the reader may wonder how this all relates to anarchiving. While materiality 
(reinterpreted in this chapter as concrescence), creativity, and affect are intricately intertwined 
with anarchiving, their relationship may remain unclear. Of course, these three concepts relate to 
the larger study’s research questions. However, beyond those research questions, anarchiving 
involves concrescence, creativity, and affect. While the chapter addressed these concepts 
separately, their separation is an abstraction from an ongoing process. 
Unlike creativity, in general, anarchiving involves archival traces. Massumi (2016) 
referred to this as “a repertory of traces” (p. 6). Though tempting to consider, not everything is 
an archive. Admittedly, however, that which passes as an archive vibrates and shifts. Derrida 
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(1994) described the concept of the archive as confused and unreliable. Following the horrors of 
the Holocaust, the concept of the archive began to take on several new meanings under the 
weight of memory (Giannachi, 2016). The concept of the archive continues to vibrate. Previous 
chapters considered a memorial and social media as archives. In a sense, the concept of 
“archive” might be an archive of its own actual occasions. Like an archive, there are those who 
attempt to maintain the concept’s documents. Claiming that “everything is not an archive” plays 
the archivist with “archive.” However, in general, an archive entails the preservation of 
materials. An archive extracts one moment in time, one concrescence abstracted, categorized, 
and preserved, a project tangled up with the trope of fixity (Bennett, 2010) and the logic of 
extraction (Springgay & Truman, 2018). 
However, these attempts to “seal” (Derrida, 1994) out the flux of the “creative advance” 
(Whitehead, 1979) continually come up short. The anarchive ripples, creating documents with 
new significance, new functions, new associations. Anarchiving also involves creativity in the 
Whiteheadian sense. When this study began, it tended to describe anarchiving as the act of a lone 
genius, a provocateur, an artist, or a hacker. While there was an understanding of the importance 
of creativity, the understanding of creativity shortchanged the process. However, Whitehead’s 
creativity is more than the act of an autonomous, unitary subject. Like a surfer waiting on a 
wave, a hoarder sitting with the material-force of rocks, or a problematic platform finding novel 
uses, anarchiving involves attuning with the creative advance of the world. Creatures bring life 
into the world, even archives. 
Beyond concrescence and creativity, anarchiving involves affect. To begin with, 
anarchiving involves archival affects. Archival affects include affective attachments. For Berlant 
(2011), “[a]ll attachments are optimistic. When we talk about an object of desire, we are really 
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talking about a cluster of promises we want someone or something to make to us and make 
possible for us” (p. 23). For example, a participant takes the photograph of an event and plans to 
preserve it in an archive (i.e., photo album, social media, the cloud), a promise to remember it in 
the future. While the archive promises to preserve, the anarchive involves creativity. Archives 
involve affect because all experience involves affect. However, given their role in society, 
archives seem to provide their own affective tone. Thus, affect always already rumbles 
underfoot. With all these affects swirling, it is no surprise that anarchiving affects archives. 
Novel togetherness affects the archive, despite the archivist’s best efforts. Massumi (2016) 
describes the anarchive as a feed forward mechanism. Rather than a feedback mechanism that 
continuously refines and rationalizes, a feed forward mechanism involves “lines of creative 
process, under continuing variation” (p. 7). The creativity of anarchiving, in turn, affects the 
archive, calling into question or breaking some of those promises. However, in the same 
movement, anarchiving changes affective tones and attachments, opening an encounter in which 
new promises may be forged.  
Conclusion 
Common sense suggests that archives preserve materials and provide a solid foundation, 
nevertheless anarchiving is always already occurring because of the concrescence of materiality, 
the ongoing and creative production of novel togetherness, and the immanence of affect. This 
chapter opened by recounting how this study began with an archival trace, the Black Solidarity 
Day flyer. Though preserved in an archive, it indexed the surplus-value of the archive. After 
considering placing the SenseLab in the context of la paperson’s (2017) three universities, this 
chapter opened with a hoarder attuning with things. Then, it shifted to consider the concrescence 
of one particular book (Whitehead, 1979). Next, it moved to creativity, finding novel 
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togetherness occurring around a university, within reading groups, on problematic platforms, and 
with texts. The creativity of the event created novelty. Then, shifting to affect, fictocritical texts 
addressed the reticence and embarrassment of joining the collective head before considering 
affect in the context of one particular text (Spinoza, 1985). In each case, the events pulled 
together participants, perspectives, texts, concepts, and affects. The affects of these encounters 
lingered.  
Anarchiving ripples through curriculum studies and qualitative research because of 
archival dilemmas. Over the years, common sense and practical scholars intertwined the 
concepts “curriculum” and “archive,” until they became largely synonymous. In qualitative 
research, scholars grapple with the constraints of an increasingly conventional archive (St. 
Pierre, 2011). Given these archival dilemmas in curriculum studies and qualitative research, 
these findings contribute to these fields by rethinking archives. Rather than fixed materials in 
hermetically-sealed containers, this chapter considered archival traces as potential 
“springboards” (Massumi, 2016) for new events of concrescence, creativity and affect. The 
implications of these findings are significant because archives underpin the rationality of fields. 
However, these archives are not as stable as common sense suggests. They contain traces of 




Chapter VII – Conclusion 
In a world beset by turmoil, we often rely on archives to ground us. Archives document 
the lies of a corrupt administration. Archives tell us what should be done. Archives remind us of 
what happened. We generally assume that archives provide a fixed foundation for our own 
thought. However, archives are in flux, just like the world around them. Over two decades ago, 
Derrida (1994) suggested that “[n]othing is less reliable, nothing is less clear today than the word 
‘archive’” (p. 57). What qualifies as an archive is changing. Engagements with archives change 
them. And, the world around archives continues to change. Indeed, throughout the last three 
chapters we considered different types of archives shifting with the world around them. While a 
conventional archive may impose rules and regulations on how it might relate with the outside 
world, they too change with the world around them as they enter into new assemblages. Of 
course, these findings ripple because archives underpin the world around us. However, within 
this conclusion, we will focus on how anarchiving relates to curriculum studies and qualitative 
research. 
Rearranging Traces 
However, in order to understand this argument and its rippling significance, it might be 
best to start pulling several errant threads together. To begin with, this section returns to the 
research questions that opened this study. Then, the section revisits each of the chapters. Finally, 
“Production of Novel Togetherness” considers how these experiences, in actuality, affected one 
another. 
In order to pull these threads back together, this section returns to the research questions, 
previously introduced in the opening chapter.  
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1. How does materiality (i.e., materials, knowledge, events) construct (an)archives 
differently? 
a. What else might an (an)archive do? 
b. What does anarchiving do? 
2. How do anarchives and anarchiving affect the construction and circulation of 
knowledge? 
When written in May 2019, the research questions seemed appropriate. However, as the 
study progressed, some of them did not seem quite as appropriate. While completing a 
dissertation, it is common for dissertators to revisit their research questions. In the midst of a 
study, the researcher’s understanding of the field shifts. In this study, the participation with the 
SenseLab heightened that experience. In reviewing the research questions, some details proved 
troubling. The parenthetical following materiality “(i.e., materials, knowledge, events)” seems to 
suggest that these are the extent of materiality. Though it is not a bad list, it provides an 
inadequate definition of materiality, an unwieldy concept. As a result, the study turned to vital 
materialism, thrown-togetherness, and concrescence. However, in the context of concrescence, 
materiality ceases to make sense as it bifurcates nature, splitting “the concept of matter from its 
perception” (Manning, 2016, p. 28). Beyond materiality, the verbs in the research questions 
proved far too constraining, specifically construct and circulate. Both seem to carry a progress 
narrative. For example, when the building is constructed, it is completed. Construction seems to 
pay little attention to the creativity that follows construction. On the other hand, circulation 
seems to imply a closed container, like the body’s circulatory system. 
Then there were the parentheses, for example “(an)archives.” These were included to 
suggest that every archive simultaneously creates its own anarchive. However, it rendered 
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questions impossible to answer. This was especially evident in the case of “What else might an 
(an)archive do?” This seems like an unending task. An archive can always do something 
different because it simultaneously creates its anarchive. Speaking of the aforementioned 
question, the addition of “might” makes it impossible to definitively answer. Like Spinoza’s 
second postulate, it beckons for more experimentation, but one can never determine what a 
body—in this case an archive—can do. Finally, the use of terms like “anarchive” and 
“anarchives” may lead the reader to assume that they are fixed. However, this is more about the 
habitual use of language. In the end, anarchiving seems to fit better, hinting at an ongoing 
process.  
Given these developing discomforts around the original research questions, these 
questions began to boil down to particular concepts: materiality, creativity, and affect. These 
concepts seemed important to the anarchiving process. Materiality resonated with “archival 
traces” (Massumi, 2016, p. 6). Creativity aligned with “a feed-forward mechanism for lines of 
creative process” (p. 7). And, affect allied with events and encounters (Massumi, 2016). 
However, while creativity and affect prominently figured in SenseLab readings like Whitehead 
and Spinoza, materiality seemed less central. As a result, materiality shifted toward 
concrescence. However, focusing on these three concepts allowed the study to move beyond the 
initial research questions and follow the inquiry in the field, opening to the affects of SenseLab 
readings.  
Distinct Experiences 
The world works through relation. As discussed in Chapter VI, to exist is to affect and be 
affected by relations. In the next section, we consider how these different experiences seeped 
into each other. However, in this section, through prescission (Peirce, 1998, p. 270), we abstract 
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these experiences to focus on each individually. By removing them from relation, cutting away 
inter-relations, we consider what each chapter offers in the way of answering these research 
questions. However, this is abstracting in the sense that relations between experiences are 
momentarily backgrounded, like focusing on individual objects in an assemblage. 
Swing Low. Chapter IV considered anarchiving as it relates to Swing Low: Harriet 
Tubman Memorial in Harlem. It began with conduction. Whether electrical wiring, an orchestra, 
or a train, conduction involves bringing together different entities. Of the conductors involved in 
the Underground Railroad, Tubman is the most prominent. As a conductor, she brought together 
enslaved people and guided them out of slavery toward the North. Beyond these escapes, she 
also conducted a raid with the Union Army that freed hundreds of enslaved people. Even after 
the war, Tubman served as a conductor, raising funds for a home for aged survivors of slavery 
(Larson, 2004). While Tubman conducted throughout her life, she continues to conduct through 
her legacy. In the years since her death, Tubman’s name, what we might refer to as the concept 
of Harriet Tubman, continued to conduct. A few examples of this conduction occurred in the last 
five years. First, the Obama administration planned to add Tubman to the $20 bill, an attempt to 
redress the predominantly white male privilege evident in the United States’ currency. The 
following administration pledged a return to traditional white, male supremacy and shelved these 
plans. During the second annual Women’s March, demonstrators placed a pink, pussyhat on the 
monument, claiming Tubman as a mainstream feminist icon. This bringing together of Tubman 
with mainstream, predominantly white, feminism troubled many. Finally, in the blockbuster 
biopic, Harriet, the idea Harriet Tubman did something different. While other films portrayed 
the story of Tubman, Harriet was the first big-budget action film. But conduction also played a 
prominent role in the construction of the Swing Low memorial. The memorial itself conducted 
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people through a complicated intersection. Of course, people passed through the memorial to see 
the monument and to avoid the traffic. But the memorial also conducted wildlife. Birds, rats, 
insects came together around the memorial. Finally, the memorial also played a role in the 
“revitalization” and gentrification of Harlem. Tubman, like Frederick Douglass, provided a 
recognizable name for investors. Thus, the memorial simultaneously celebrated Black culture in 
Harlem and helped pave the way for increased gentrification. Conduction brings together 
different entities. Depending on the entities involved, conduction can lead to more or less 
unexpected outcomes. When it involves an archive, as it does in this chapter, conduction 
resonates with anarchiving.  
Conventional archives attempt to control conduction. They embrace climate control, 
security, strict reservations, glazed windows, limits on photography, and boxes with folders. 
These help archives fulfill their mission of preservation. As a result, archives often exude a sense 
of invulnerability. “Visiting the Schomburg Center” recounted the steps necessary to visit a 
conventional archive. However, this is not a critique of the Schomburg. The Schomburg serves 
an important role. Schomburg associated the evils of white supremacy with the gaps in the 
historical record created by the African Diaspora. So, there are important reasons to preserve the 
Schomburg’s collections. However, in considering the Swing Low memorial an archive, a 
different type of experience unfolds for the visitor. Rather than the climate-controlled protection 
of an archive of invulnerability, the memorial exposes visitors to their surroundings: pedestrians, 
automobiles, advertisements, wildlife, and the elements. The monument also avoids textual 
representations in favor of pictorial representations of Tubman’s life. In doing so, the memorial 
opens the story to a larger population, beyond the literate, beyond the English-reading. In 
shifting away from the letter, Saar embraced a vulnerability. The visitor might not recognize it as 
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Tubman. In which case, they might intuit it as a broader story of Black women. Of course, the 
New York City Parks Department attempted to ameliorate this vulnerability by installing 
English-only signs naming the monument and informing visitors about Tubman’s life. Thus, the 
memorial as an archive exposes the visitor to vulnerability, a different kind of archive. While 
archives of invulnerability preserve, archives of vulnerability open archives to new connections. 
In this way, the archive of vulnerability opens to anarchiving. Anarchiving uses archival traces as 
a springboard for events. As a site of pilgrimage, a locus of political demonstration, or an object 
of admiration, the memorial’s design invites these planned and spontaneous events. These events 
experiment with what the archive might yet become. 
Though conventional archives mediate the external world, the archive of vulnerability 
embraces immediacy. Rather than settling knowledge, this vulnerability unsettles knowledge. In 
order to mediate the monument, governmental agencies intervened to install an extensive 
informational sign. The sign uses Frederick Douglass to vouch for Tubman’s historical 
significance, details her biography, explains the sculpture, and credits organizations involved in 
the memorial’s construction. The sign gets between the visitor and the monument, mediating 
their experience with it, if they can read English. In trying to explain the monument, they 
mediate the experiences at the memorial, setting up an authorized interpretation of the 
monument. However, Saar’s design of the monument eschews mediation. The monument is not a 
photorealist representation of Tubman. Without the signs mediating the visitor’s experience, they 
might not realize that the memorial is dedicated to Harriet Tubman. They might just associate it 
with Black women. Rather than explication, the work of pedagogy is an invitation to invention, 
taking half-dead knowledge to create new knowledge. While the signs explicate, the monument 
juxtaposes the monument with the immediate lived relation (Massumi, 2011, p. 73). In opening 
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the monument to immediacy, Saar invites the visitor to tear knowledge from the past (Ellsworth, 
2005). 
Chapter IV considered dramatically different approaches to composing archives. 
Conduction helped to make sense of how different materials construct archives differently. 
While conventional archives minimize conduction to preserve documents, archives of 
vulnerability open to conduction. Conduction affects what else an archive or anarchiving might 
do. Instead, archives of invulnerability limit conduction to preserve archival traces. In preserving 
these traces, they mediate and limit conduction, leading to settled knowledge. Instead, archives 
of vulnerability open to conduction, and immediacy unsettles knowledge, leading to anarchiving, 
which, in turn, affects the archive.  
Facebook. Chapter V began with the materiality of Facebook. It used a controversy 
around Facebook, specifically the Cambridge Analytica case. Controversy seems to constantly 
swirl around Facebook, but the Cambridge Analytica case seems unique. The controversy 
revolves around the archive of Facebook and what might be done with the archive of Facebook. 
In this case, it involved targeted misinformation campaigns, “psychological warfare.” Then, “An 
Extra Ordinary Series of Events” recounts the cascade of entities involved in Facebook. These 
entities included the idiosyncratic, like tea, black mold, dusty books. They also included major 
news stories like the mass shooting in El Paso, the Epstein suicide, and the appearance of 
concentration camps in the United States. With this example in mind, the chapter introduced 
moving assemblages. Drawing on Spinoza’s (1985) affect, moving assemblages simultaneously 
move in two different senses. They move with affects, feelings, emotions. However, they also 
move, as in movement. Two pieces of fictocriticism demonstrated moving assemblages: 
“Whiplash” and “Suggestion.” These moving assemblages contribute to Facebook’s infinite 
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archive. It is infinite in the sense that it cannot be measured because it is continually growing, 
moving. “You and Your Archive” concluded that section by considering all the different aspects 
of life archived through Facebook. 
Next, Chapter V turned to Desire-Production. Desire-production contributes to the 
moving assemblages that make Facebook an infinite archive. This section opened by 
differentiating between desire as lack and desire as productive. While desire as lack revolves 
around what an individual needs, often returning to Freud, desire as productive involves 
experimenting with connections that enhance the power of bodies (Ross, 2013, p. 66). Thus, 
desire as productive helps to understand how Facebook works. This section repeatedly returned 
to desiring-machines (Deleuze & Guattari, 2009) to explicate the collective production of desire 
with Facebook. “Feeding the Machine” turned to how Facebook users experiment with and 
invest in these connections. “What Makes Us Scroll” considered the act of scrolling on 
Facebook, its hypnotic effects, its troubling effects, and the taxonomic scroll. The taxonomic 
scroll, related to the infinite scroll, always gives the Facebook user something else to categorize. 
Next, in “Cultivating a Feed,” a gardener used her background to refine her Facebook feed to 
create a more pleasant experience. Both these pieces of fictocriticism, about scrolling and 
cultivating, demonstrate how Facebook users feed the machine. Their responses to their feed 
generate data for Facebook. Next, “Plugging into Other Machines” considered how users connect 
with other machines through Facebook. These other machines might include other users, groups, 
or pages. By connecting with these groups, Facebook users enhance the power of their bodies. In 
this subsection, two pieces of fictocriticism addressed issues related to the future and the present. 
“Self-censorship, Or Something Like It” demonstrates how users modify their own presentation 
to maintain their connections with other machines, creating archival complications for future 
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archivists and historians. All this machine work contributes to Facebook’s factory of desire. 
However, in order to maintain their production of data, a commodity more valuable than oil 
(Humby, 2006), Facebook must maintain these machines. In order for these machines to keep 
producing desire and data, users must remain engaged. “Dirty Jobs” uses a popular television 
show to tell the story of a Facebook mechanic responsible for maintaining these machines. In 
reality, an algorithm performs much of this “user resurrection” work. But “user resurrection” 
maintains the productivity of machines. 
The final section of Chapter V turns to difference. Often, conversations of difference 
revolve around “difference from.” In these conversations, one conversant uses pre-existing 
categories to juxtapose how A is different from B. In constructing this argument, these 
conversations overlook “difference in itself” (Deleuze, 1994). Rather than rely on preconceived 
categories, difference in itself involves the haecceity, or this-ness, of a given event. Instead of 
comparing A to B, difference in itself involves considering this particular moment. Difference in 
itself provokes thought, but not just any kind of thought. In common sense, thought often 
becomes narrowed down to sincere effort and the recognition of truth, a “dogmatic image of 
thought” (Deleuze, 1994) that skews toward representation. Instead, difference in itself provokes 
thought because it perplexes, a pragmatic thought. Thus, the event provokes thought. With 
Deleuze’s difference and thought, the chapter returned to consider difference in the context of 
Facebook. Over the years, two arguments dominated the discussion of Facebook and difference. 
Both relied on difference from. First, an idealistic position suggested that Facebook might be a 
marketplace of ideas. Along these lines, Facebook would bring together different ideas. Through 
interaction, one idea would triumph over the others. As years passed, this position became 
largely untenable. Another position, often favored by social scientists, suggested that Facebook 
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offered a poor facsimile of “real” sociality. From this perspective, individuals lacking “real” 
social lives turned to Facebook. Unfortunately, fake social lives on Facebook also degrade “real” 
social lives. The first, idealistic perspective assumes that Facebook users will “recognize” the 
better argument. The second, critical perspective assumes that “real” sociality exists as a 
preconceived category. Both of these perspectives shut down anarchiving. Thus, that section 
suggested that difference in itself still might emerge within Facebook. However, Facebook and 
its infinite archive makes it more difficult to engage with difference. Still, “Life Finds a Way” 
considers how difference still might emerge within Facebook. In many ways, Facebook makes it 
easier for users to escape difference in itself. Difference in itself provokes thought, which can be 
an unsettling experience that may lead users away from Facebook. Even though Facebook often 
gets in the way of difference in their effort to keep users engaged, difference still finds a way. 
“Life Finds a Way” shares an example of a thought-provoking experience made possible by 
Facebook. Anarchiving involves difference in itself and thought. Difference in itself allows for 
the intuition of a surplus value in archival traces, more than a preconceived category can suggest. 
Without a pragmatic understanding of thought, anarchiving would not escape from the archive.  
Given the research questions, this chapter sought to consider the varied potentialities of 
archival materials. Facebook enlists users to create an infinite archive. Facebook uses general 
and idiosyncratic events to provoke users into archiving. The whiplash experience generates data 
for the archive, which informs invasive, micro-targeted advertising. Users find themselves 
caught up in these moving assemblages, as emotional responses fine-tune their experience on the 
platform. All the data generated by users contributes to a practically infinite archive. While the 
chapter concludes with uncertainty as to what this archive might do, troubling tendencies remain. 
Facebook’s profitability depends on the ongoing production of data. Advertisers purchase access 
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to this archive. Thus, most of the creativity with Facebook data revolves around advertising, 
those best prepared to make use of the archive. Cambridge Analytica provided a troubling 
example of what else this archive might do. Their experimentation with archival traces raised 
concerns about Facebook’s archival project, posing a serious threat to their bottom line. Finally, 
while stories might spread like a contagion on Facebook, the infinite archive of Facebook makes 
the escape from difference and thought too easy. As a result, contagion spreads with little 
thought beyond recognition. 
SenseLab. Chapter VI turned to the SenseLab as an anarchival project. Drawing on la 
paperson’s three universities, the opening section described the SenseLab as a third university 
navigating and experimenting with the traces of the first and second university. “Hoarding, or 
Attuning with Materials” considers the material attunement of hoarders (Bennett, 2011). Rather 
than further pathologize the hoarder, that piece of fictocriticism imagines them as particularly 
attuned to thing-power or the surplus value of archival traces. Next, under the banner of 
materiality, the first section described a copy of Whitehead’s Process and Reality. The 
description ruminates on one particular copy of the book in one particular moment in time. 
Unpacking several minute details, this section considers how this particular actual entity became 
what it was in that moment. However, materiality comes with significant baggage, including the 
trope of fixity (Bennett, 2010) and the personification of objects. The trope of fixity involves the 
common-sense assumption about the stasis of the world. According to the trope of fixity, this 
particular book is the same as all the other books printed under the title. The marginalia means 
little. In order to complicate materiality, that section draws upon Massey’s thrown-togetherness 
and Whitehead’s concrescence. Through thrown-togetherness, the world throws itself together 
into novel occasions. However, this thrown-togetherness carries with it a continuity, the stubborn 
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fact of history. The book cannot escape its past. It also must include perception. This particular 
book was thrown-together in events that included various readings of the book. Writing about 
materiality risks bifurcating nature, splitting matter from its perception (Manning, 2016, p. 28). 
This bifurcation contributes to the trope of fixity and the personification of objects. By cutting 
out perception, it is easier to conceptualize a book as a fixed object. Upon realizing that the book 
remains in a process of becoming, personifying it at least moves beyond fixity. Unfortunately, it 
still overlooks perception’s role in the process. That particular book, described in Chapter VI, is 
neither fixed nor personified. The marginalia hints at a history of events and perceptions. 
Whitehead’s concrescence also complicates the conversation about materiality. In fact, 
materiality might not be the best term in this context. Rather than fixed in concrete, concrescence 
involves a process of growing together. Through concrescence, entities come together in 
experience. For Whitehead (1967a), “no things are, in any sense of ‘are’” (p. 236). The ground, 
the table, the book, are all in the process of becoming. Occasions come and go, but they remain a 
stubborn fact that becomes the inheritance for future events. Turning to the book, it would be a 
mistake to claim the marginalia exceeds the importance of Whitehead’s writing. Whitehead 
remains a stubborn fact, but so do all the eventful readings and collaborative readings, which the 
marginalia indexes.  
Next, Chapter VI turned to creativity. “Life during Lockdown” recalls the 
experimentation with new technologies during the desperate days of a pandemic. With the 
constraints of a lockdown, reading groups experimented with troubling technology to create new 
techniques of reading together. “Collective Head” revolves around the collective thought of 
SenseLab reading groups. Some might confuse collective head with groupthink. While 
groupthink discourages difference, collective head embraces difference as a way to complicate 
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thought. Each reader brings a unique reading to the collective head. No definitive reading. We 
figure it out together. Then, this section shifts into a detailed description of the Basecamp 
landing page for “Reading and Gathering.” Basecamp carries with it a troubling history of 
colonialism. The company bills itself as a corporate project management platform. Nonetheless, 
the SenseLab uses it to organize reading groups and other events. Having introduced the 
platform, the section turns to creativity. Common sense considers creativity to be the work of an 
individual genius. Instead, Brian Eno (2013) suggests scenius as a replacement for genius, 
emphasizing how each purported genius actually emerges from a larger scene. Eno’s scenius 
resonates with Harney and Moten’s (2013) collective head. Whitehead’s (1979) creativity pushes 
this conversation further with his conceptualization of creativity, “the production of novel 
togetherness” (p. 21). Common sense credits humans with creativity, but Whitehead’s creativity 
includes more than humans. Thus, the experimenting with technology during lockdown becomes 
creativity, a novel togetherness. Technology like Zoom creates constraints, but during the 
lockdown it came together with novel collections. Texts identified for the moment. Readers 
coming together to escape isolation. Playfulness amidst despair. The collective head of reading 
groups also becomes creativity, another novel togetherness. Basecamp coordinates this 
togetherness by providing a mechanism to organize hundreds of people around the world, texts, 
concepts, affects, and worlds for events. These events develop the surplus value of a generative 
text.    
Finally, Chapter VI turns to affect. In “We Need to Talk,” an actor, tired of carrying the 
load on stage, attempts to convince members from the Chorus to join her in speaking roles on 
stage. While the Chorus values the performance, individuals hesitate to participate. Refraining 
from participating allows the Chorus members to avoid risking themselves, avoid the abjection 
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of not knowing enough. However, in refraining from contributing, they also put all the pressure 
on the actor, shortchanging the performance. In the end, two speakers emerge from the Chorus. 
Next, in “There’s No Representation,” a withdrawn student in Ms. Torres’ class offers a naive 
contribution to the discussion, causing another student to laugh. Upon reflection, the teacher 
wonders how the student might respond to the embarrassment. Then, the section dives into a 
description of a PDF, Spinoza’s Ethics (1985). The section includes a description of the 
marginalia around a frequently cited passage on affect. “And of course, no one has yet 
determined what the Body can do” (p. 495). Next, the section considers the affects of this 
passage. To begin, the passage frequently appears in conversations about affect. However, 
beyond its general import for the field of affect studies (Gregg & Seigworth, 2010, p. 3), the 
passage provides a record of the author’s first experiences reading with the SenseLab. The 
passage affected the reader enough to pull them into the group and continue reading with the 
group through the study and beyond. However, the pull of the group involves the allure of 
academic celebrity, the fascination of foundational texts, and the curiosity of obscure language. 
The text becomes affected by these layers of attachments, an object of desire infused with the 
promises, rational or not, of a cruel optimism (Berlant, 2011). 
As they relate to materiality, the study’s research questions seem insufficient. Materiality, 
itself, ceases to suffice. Focusing on materials risks bifurcating nature (Manning, 2016), dividing 
the idea of matter from the perception of it. In turning to concrescence (Whitehead, 1979), this 
chapter attempted to reconsider the creation of archives, beyond the constraints of the original 
language of the research questions. In doing so, each section in this chapter described an actual 
entity in detail. These descriptions stand in for the actual entity at one moment in time. The book, 
the project management platform, and the PDF provide archival traces. All their idiosyncrasies 
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and minor details, remnants of anarchival events, carry forward into future events. The archive 
becomes through the anarchiving, occasions of novel togetherness affecting the archive. 
Production of Novel Togetherness 
As events bring things together, something new happens, adding novelty to the world 
(Whitehead, 1979). So, having pieced together this assemblage of a study, we might wonder 
what exactly these examples do in this arrangement. In this section, we begin by considering 
affect. Rather than three distinct “sites,” we explore how these experiences bled into one another. 
A traditional archive orders, clearing up seepage. It orders by provenance, collection, and topic. 
Whether the workers cleaning up the area around the memorial, the organizing of posts on 
Facebook, or the archive of Basecamp, each of the archives considered in this study can provide 
examples of ordering. However, the affects between these chapters demonstrates the anarchiving 
always already under way. Instead of fitting within a building, a room, a box, a file folder, or a 
chapter, these experiences affected one another, producing a novel togetherness. 
Most profoundly, readings with the SenseLab affected in thought at the memorial and on 
Facebook. SenseLab readings, like Whitehead (1979), Spinoza (1985), Robinson (2000), 
Deleuze (1997), slip into the citations in Chapter IV and V. Could there be a better place to read 
about the Black radical tradition (Robinson, 2000) than at the foot of Tubman? However, this 
only tells part of the story. Reading with the SenseLab also provoked doubt in my own 
familiarity with the topics discussed and language used. Provoked by doubt, some supplemental 
readings were attempts to better understand SenseLab readings, notably Manning (2016, 2019a, 
2019b); Manning et al. (2019a, 2019b); Massumi (2002, 2017); Parr (2013); Deleuze (1994); 
May (2019); and Deleuze and Guattari (2009). While some of these texts appear in these 
chapters, they all contributed. From another perspective, opportunity cost, we might also 
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consider how these readings prevented others. According to Ahmed (2008), “[t]here is a politics 
to how we distribute our attention” (p. 30). Engaging in close reading requires a careful diligence 
that limits the number of texts one might read. As a result, the engagement with the SenseLab 
profoundly affected the entire study.  
Though affected by SenseLab reading, the ongoing engagement with Facebook also 
affected the larger study. To begin with, we might consider how Facebook provided a platform 
to test out pieces of fictocriticism. However, Facebook also seeped in unplanned ways. Like it 
does for many users, Facebook simultaneously plugged and unplugged. It provides a distraction 
or escape from the immediate and plugs the user into a new immediate. In moments of writing, 
reading, and thought, Facebook interrupted, until I logged off in July 2020. It provided an escape 
from difficult thought, which we discussed in Chapter V as one way Facebook insulates against 
the experience of pure difference. However, Facebook also plugs users into new relations. 
Plugging in entailed reading news, interacting with family and friends from high school, posting 
about the Tubman memorial, listening to an interview with Alison Saar about the memorial, 
posting drafts of fictocriticism, following the SenseLab, posting about experiences with the 
SenseLab. It opened up opportunities. For example, Facebook created the opportunity to attend 
an artist’s celebration of Saidiya Hartman (2019) at MoMA PS1. However, turmoil with 
Facebook friends led to seeing a therapist, which continued throughout the study, a negative 
experience that turned into a positive experience. 
Turning to the memorial, we find it affecting the other experiences as well. Perhaps in 
more overt ways, the time spent at the memorial affected my body. Bit by mosquitos, scared (but 
not scarred) by rats, drenched by rain, overwhelmed by heat, and burnt by the sun. These affects 
sparked reflection on vulnerability as a researcher, at the memorial, on Facebook, and in reading 
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groups. Beyond the marks on the body, time spent with the memorial also provoked thoughts 
about the body’s responsibility in that place. These thoughts led to doubts, doubts about my role 
in the process of gentrification and complexity of a white man studying Black radicalism. These 
doubts actually affected the SenseLab when I recommended reading Saidiya Hartman (2007) to 
supplement the discussion of Whitehead’s inheritance. The recommendation emerged from 
lingering concerns about which texts qualify as “generative” text. Studying the memorial also led 
to studying Alison Saar’s oeuvre, which led to the work of Betye Saar. It was through the elder 
Saar that an interest in assemblage art developed. Early in the study, Alison Saar’s use of 
freedom quilts and explanation of these patterns as beyond the constraints of literacy led to 
thinking of archives beyond the conventional image. 
Implications 
With these disparate assemblages arranged together, we now consider how this study fits 
into other fields, its relevance and implications. Plugged into new milieus, we find these 
assemblages do something new. This section plugs this particular assemblage into new fields to 
see what they do in this particular moment. 
Before detailing specific implications for these two fields, this section briefly outlines 
general implications for the fields of curriculum studies and qualitative research. Both fields face 
archival dilemmas that anarchiving complicates in important ways. As the years pass, fewer and 
fewer Reconceptualists remain. In the early 1970s, they reconceptualized a “moribund” 
curriculum field (Schwab, 1969), shifting from curriculum development to understanding 
curriculum (Pinar et al., 1995). Rather than merely a plan, the Reconceptualists rendered 
curriculum a complicated conversation, an intellectual adventure (Pinar, 2012). However, 
increasingly, archives appear as a means to preserve their contributions. While these  
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archives serve an important purpose, it does not exactly resonate with the spirit of the 
Reconceptualization. After all, in a moribund field, the Reconceptualists intuited something more 
in the archive of curriculum. In a sense, they anarchived curriculum. Thus, after all these years, it 
seems inappropriate to consign them to an archive now. 
Turning to qualitative research, a rift grows around its archive. As with many new fields, 
a quest to figure it out lead to a massive archive of textbooks, how-tos, and manuals. In the 
middle of this proliferation of texts, No Child Left Behind attempted to subordinate qualitative 
research to quantitative research. Some researchers acquiesced, modifying their work to take on 
quantitative characteristics. Others drifted toward quantitative without realizing it. Some resisted. 
But the archive of qualitative research continued to proliferate. Now, the archive threatens to 
constrain the field’s potential. Post qualitative research (St. Pierre, 2011) challenges qualitative 
researchers to consider life beyond qualitative research. In doing so, scholars might approach 
inquiry without these constraints. It inspired a burst of creative and interesting work. However, 
anarchiving suggests a slightly different approach. Rather than turning away from the field’s 
constraining archive, anarchiving suggests experimenting with that archive. In fact, much of the 
work under the label of post qualitative research does just this type of experimentation 
(Alexander & Wyatt, 2018; Borovica, 2019; Davies, 2017; Kaufmann, 2017; Kuby & Christ, 
2018; Kuntz & Guyotte, 2018; Marn & Wolgemuth, 2017; Mazzei, 2017; Niccolini & Lesko, 
2018; Nordstrom, 2018; Smissaert & Jalonen, 2018; Springgay & Truman, 2018; Ulmer, 2018; 
Wolfe, 2017). It is experimentation that depends on hypothetical sympathy—to suspend critique 
long enough to feel what the text does (Russell, 1996, p. 47, as cited by Massumi, 2017, p. 
117)—and intuition—to pay attention to what an object is becoming (Manning, 2016). Rather 
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than reverence or contempt, anarchiving treats the archive of qualitative research as a 
springboard for creativity, traces for an event to come.  
Having addressed some general implications, this section shifts into more specific 
implications from this study. As for curriculum studies, this dissertation offers a range of 
implications across the three divergent archives: Swing Low, Facebook, and SenseLab. Chapter 
IV considered the Swing Low memorial, finding a monument that embraced vulnerability and the 
immediacy of lived relations. Unlike many monuments, Saar’s design of the monument invites 
translation (Coombes, 2003), that is, supplemental readings, reading between the lines, and 
against the grain. While archives of invulnerability try to control their contents, Saar’s archive of 
vulnerability remains open. In the aftermath of 2020, curriculum studies will surely return to 
monuments, but this study suggests returning to moments with an awareness of how anarchiving 
affects them. Next, Chapter V addressed how Facebook chases affect to create an infinite archive 
and a neoliberal curriculum. Considering Facebook as a curriculum, shifts the focus toward 
understanding the social media platform as a curricular machine. Rather than entertaining 
diversion, describing Facebook as a neoliberal curriculum brings the dilemmas of the machinic 
production of desire and the infinite archive suggests that these are topics for curriculum studies. 
Finally, Chapter VI involved the SenseLab reading groups embracing the collective head to 
attune an archived text’s potential. The diversity of the collective head added to the traces of 
potential for an event to come. Curiosity, aligning with sympathy and intuition, involves care for 
the event, what it might yet become. Curiosity can lead to attachments with objects of desire, 
hung up on the promises and potentials of an object. Of course, one has determined what an 
object can do. Thus, like the SenseLab, curriculum studies might take up the collective head to  
 
253 
experiment with archives of troubling curriculum. Curiosity, sympathy, and intuition risk 
exposing scholars to objects of desire. However, in taking up this risk, scholars might reactivate 
these archival traces and open up new events through anarchiving. 
Turning to qualitative research, the implications do not fit as neatly into the chapters as in 
the previous section. Anarchiving involves experimenting with archives. As archives are not 
fixed, it involves sympathy and intuition. Experimenting with archives begins with an intuition 
that arrests attention, like glow (MacLure, 2013). Qualitative research that strictly follows a 
preconceived plan simply will not do. Intuition entails a speculative practice. While firmative 
speculation attempts to exploit uncertainty, affirmative speculation (Uncertain Commons, 2013) 
allies with sympathy (Manning, 2016) for what the event might yet become. Sympathy allows 
little distance between the subject and the unfolding object, which risks developing attachments 
that generate a “cluster of promises” around an object of desire (Berlant, 2011). As a result, 
objects of desire yield rippling affects. Sympathy for the archive’s becoming cannot so easily be 
confined. It spreads. Research typically requires distance. The researcher stands above the fray, 
observing from the outside. However, when it comes to sympathy, objects of desire, and rippling 
affects (not to mention the machinic desire of Chapter V), the researcher finds no distance. 
Rather than participant observation, this research involves participation without observation 
(Grosz, 2017). Anarchiving, in that it involves archives, sympathy, and intuition, involves 
“immersion without a separate position to provide perspective” (Grosz, 2017, p. 211). It “can be 
understood only without distance, without external observation, in an immediacy” (p. 213). In 
fact, research, especially conventional research, gets in the way of participation. It carries the 
trappings of the distanced observer. Under its very nose, these trappings skew research. Within  
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research, writing often becomes an undesirable chore. After the research is complete, the 
researcher “represents” their study to their audience. However, when writing is considered an 
undesirable chore, it becomes just something to finish, another box to check, scarcely meriting 
thought. As a result, researchers often refer to “writing up” their research (Probyn, 2010). There 
are two problems here. First, this relies on common sense assumptions about the stability of 
language and its ability to “represent” truth. Second, it exaggerates the power of truth. Taussig 
(2015) refers to the writing that emerges from “writing up” as agribusiness writing. Instead, this 
study considered writing part of the research. Rather than “writing up” the research, the study 
entailed research writing that included fictocriticism, experimenting with the archive of field 
notes (i.e., anarchiving field notes) and testing out multiple drafts with peers, on Facebook, and 
with my committee. “Simply put, writing affects bodies. Writing takes its toll on the body that 
writes and the bodies that read or listen” (Probyn, 2010, p. 76). As part of the research process, 
fictocriticism became a source of thought for the writer and the reader. 
Closing 
After reading Ulmer’s “Composing Techniques” (2018), especially her cutting concepts 
together-apart, he stayed late at work one night printing, cutting, and attaching concepts to 
magnets. For months, he kept the magnets under his bookshelf at work, just above his computer. 
Concealed from co-workers to sneak in thought while on the clock. He appeared wrapped up in 
work. All the while, his mind was elsewhere. A fleeting deceit. When he created the magnets, he 
listed all the most important concepts. However, life, as it does, intervened. A pandemic arrived, 
and he moved. In the middle of a pandemic, he entered an eerily emptied building, filled with 
dead plant, and hurriedly collected the magnets and shoved them in a plastic Ziplock bag. After  
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he settled in a new city, he retrieved the magnets from storage and put them on his refrigerator. 
He tried fitting them together into conjunctions, compounds, and groupings. He separated the 
concepts that still seemed to resonate from the concepts that faded into the background. 
Something had changed. The constellation of concepts shifted. Now, with this curious archive of 
magnets fixed to his refrigerator, he wondered what they might do. He had spent hours with the 
concepts. Maybe he should know them by now. However, rather than fixed in place on his 
refrigerator like the magnets, the concepts vibrated. Every time he returned to them, they seemed 
to do something different. These special powers of the magnets were not contained in the 
magnet. It was the relations, the connections. He moved the magnets around, looking for sparks 
between them. He had spent hours with the concepts. Not just the magnets, but other 
instantiations of these concepts in texts, conversations, and lectures. On his refrigerator, they 
appeared to be stable. He never saw the magnets move without his permission. However, in 
another way, the concepts vibrated beyond his consciousness. Not just based on his experiences. 
His experiences did change the feelings evoked by concepts. However, the concepts themselves 
carried their own histories and trajectories. Of course, he couldn’t ‘see’ this. That all occurred 
beneath his consciousness. They appeared stable. That’s all that entered his consciousness. Still, 
he intuited something more. Something about these events—the readings, the discussions, the 
lectures—affected the magnets. He didn’t have a finished product. Well, he wrote about it. He 
had a lot of writing about it. However, his writing was “not the product” (Massumi, 2016). These 
writings merely became part of this curious archive on his refrigerator, just another trace. What 





Figure 18. Composing Techniques 
 
(Seth McCall, 2020) 
Postscript 
As the implications of the anarchive rippled through this dissertation, creativity and art 
proved central to the study. As addressed in Chapter VI, this study conceptualized creativity as a 
“novel togetherness” (Whitehead, 1979). Rather than privileging a human genius, this creativity 
recognizes a beyond-human creativity. This conceptualization of creativity also troubles taken-
for-granted notions of art. Representation and privilege haunt common sense notions of art. 
However, “art has a material capacity to evoke and to question […] by producing different 
affects” (Colman, 2010, p. 16). Thus, art becomes an experimentation with affect. Throughout 
the dissertation, the centrality of these conceptions of creativity and art returned in different 
ways. In discussing the memorial, the chapter focused on conduction as a process that brings 
together novel assemblages with consequential affects. Then, the moving assemblages of 
Facebook generated new affects for users through novel assemblages, a whiplash experience that 
allowed Facebook to continually refine their data generation project. Finally, the collective head 
found new ways of pulling the text together into novel assemblages that included the allure of  
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academic celebrity, the fascination of generative texts, and the curiosity of obscure language. 
The centrality of creativity and art stem from the fluidity of the virtual. It always exceeds 
archives. Despite the desire to archive it, it is never quite nailed down in an archive. Thus, the 
archival process of capture and preservation never ends, an unrelenting fever. Likewise, the 
anarchival process of attuning with affect, sympathizing with unfolding events, and intuiting 
with the virtual never ends. Rather than capture the anarchive, the pieces of fictocriticism and 
assemblage art in this study invite the reader to experiment with the anarchive as well, an 
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